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TEXTS

August 23,2020

Exodus 1:8-2:10 and Psalm 124
Isaiah 51:1-6 and Psalm 138
Romans 12:1-8

Matthew | 6:13-20

What links the texts this week?

Wherever there is even one person, one action of righteousness in the midst of evil, struggle, or
oppression, there is God. Like the faithful midwives, refusing to do harm on behalf of Egypt's pharaoh,
God reveals Themselves through us when we practice the love to which scripture testifies. It is costly.
Sometimes dangerous. Sometimes extravagant acts, sometimes the most ordinary. Enemies will attack.
Oppression will course through the veins of society. Dominant forces will push and pull on our collective
life. But so too does God bring deliverance in the midst, incarnating salvation among us. Through the way
of Christ, the embodiment of God, we are preserved for the work of love and life.

ORDER OF WORSHIP

Call to worship

We come into the Presence of Love together.
We come to be transformed.

Through the grace of God our hearts expand.
Our minds are renewed.

Our relationships are deepened.

Our practices of justice are refined.

With humility and conviction, we come to discern the will of God.
Let the way of Christ be revealed.
Let wisdom be our guide.

Opening Prayer

Transforming One, through you we come to recognize the everyday ways we turn from love. Practices of evil
can be so normal. So ordinary. So common. Though conforming tempts us with its safety and comfort, you urge
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us toward a more life-giving way. Make us defiers of every mold that confines and constricts the flourishing of
life. Amen.

Invitation to offering

The body of Christ is made of many members.We each come with our own offerings. We bring our stories,
our talents, our resources, and all that makes us who we are to God, in service to love and liberation. In the
knowledge and assurance that we each play a vital part in the movement of God, let us bring together what
we have.

Prayer of dedication

Spirit of Life, you accept us just as we are even as you lure us more deeply into love.You bring us into the
company of others to expand our understanding. You send us prophets.You call us to courage.You companion
us through wisdom ancient and new. For all the ways your grace enables us to grow, we bring our offerings
with gratitude and renew our commitment to pursuing what is good, and true, and just. Amen.

Benediction

Faithful ones,

the aches of the world,

the struggle of our neighbors,

the grief that fills our hearts,

they call us to listen for God'’s guiding wisdom.
We listen that we might be transformed,

and bring about transformation.

For the sake of the flourishing of collective life,
the Spirit sends us to learn from one another,
to grow in the ways of liberation,

and to love as the body of Christ.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Is there an ethical practice or belief that you are particularly self-righteous about! Whose labors before you
enabled your current beliefs?

* How does thinking of God as “The Non-Conforming One" make you feel?
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*  What is one thing that comes relatively natural to you, that makes you feel alive, and that contributes to the life
of others?

Application

* Cosmic - When scripture discusses “the world,” as in,“being conformed to this world” as it does in a number
of books, the referenced “cosmos” is a way of pointing to the hierarchical systems and assumptions that defined
people and culture. It would be well translated by a phrase like “dominant worldview.” Do not be conformed to
the dominant worldview but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the
will of God.

To be nonconforming to the “dominant worldview" is not as simple as solely turning from obvious evils. Most
of the extreme views of the right are not reflective of the dominant - the most common views with the power
behind them. This means we are not inherently nonconforming with dominant worldviews just because we are
kind people or not intentionally doing harm to marginalized others.

The "dominant worldview" or “the world" as the text says, can be anything that flows from what is considered
normal and/or what is expected belief, practice, or behavioral. The dominant worldview is asserted by
conservatives, liberals, and moderates alike. It is the world through the lens of heterosexuality, whiteness, being an
American citizen, capitalism, patriarchy, cissexism, ableism, etc practiced at the expense of other worldviews

It's the stuff that feels normal. Like “what is." As if God made the world this way.

It teaches us what's right or wrong. How we “‘should” be. How others "“should” be. What to feel. Why to feel it.
Who we can treat certain ways.Who deserves respect.VWWho we should be afraid of. It's the stuff that gets so
deeply entrenched in our minds and hearts that we don't even realize it's there. It keeps possibilities narrow. And
makes love look a lot like what whatever it is we're used to and most familiar with.

Whiteness as a dominant worldview has shaped so many of our churches, theologies, behaviors, practices, and
relationships.We are called to nonconformity with this way of being and all its norms - all of us. And so we must
learn about how it has shaped us, what it has taught us, what things about it feel like god-given truths, and then
actively live differently. Being nonconforming with “the world™ actively changes who we are inside and out. It shifts
our relationships to ourselves, others, and to systems of power because we come to learn, usually slowly and
over time, just how much God's love is confined by “the world.” And just how much justice depends on our non-
conformity to the everyday normal assumptions of the structures we live and move in.This journey is how we
learn to “discern what is the will of God - what is good and acceptable and perfect.”

Because the dominant worldview, though we live and breathe it, is neither good, nor acceptable, nor perfect.
To unlearn it, from every angle, and to align ourselves with God's “world"” and will, is lifelong work we are all in
together.We come with different things to teach each other and different things we must unlearn depending on

our social locations and experiences.

In her excellent piece on relinquishing the patriarchy, adrienne maree brown shares her own journey of the
unfolding process of being nonconforming to the world and transformed by the renewing of her mind:
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“right relationship, is available to me. what i have learned is that:

— there are no people i should fear or disregard or think are lesser because they were born outside of some
false concept of ‘normal’.

— the only people I've every truly needed to fear are those who believe they are superior to me/others.

and the only part of me that is truly monstrous is the part that has been trained to convince me that i am
superior to anyone else. superior because of proximity to that false norm — i am American born, light skinned,
college educated, cis, briefly able-bodied, etc.

— the pain i have caused others in my life has been born of these false superiorities, which made me believe i
deserved more of the goodness of existence for doing less physical, mental or emotional work.

now i am trying every day to do my share.to carry my portion of miracle and suffering, to labor fairly.
to examine my privileges and to dismantle the largest unjust systems in this world with my choices and
behaviors.

in order to do this work, I've had to learn to listen to things i didn't want to hear, and couldn't believe.”

Not only does scripture testify regularly to the dangers of not conforming to the world, but it also speaks to
the discomfort of it. Though it is freedom, it does not always feel like it at first.

At first, each time we are confronted by the thoughts or practices of someone who is nonconforming

to dominance in ways we are not yet, it can feel terrifying. Or make us angry.We can be hurt.We can be
defensive.We can be confused or overwhelmed. Because our whole lives we have been oriented around one
truth and so an opposing one is difficult to accept. But love asks us to lean in to this process.To be humble
and listen.To seek the will of God - what is good and acceptable and perfect. This practice is our worship. Our
offering. Learning and listening and loving and moving and transforming and being transformed into the holy
ways of community we were made for. Becoming more and more free of the confines that destroy us, each
other; and the land.

What dominant worldviews is your congregation being challenged to recognize as "“the world"” with which we
are called to be in a non-conforming relationship? What sources of wisdom, of challenge, of discomfort are
being made available for the “renewing of your minds?"'What collective questions is God inviting you all into, in
the company of non-conforming others, to discern what is collectively good and acceptable and perfect?

e Structural - “Not all members have the same function.”

We do not all need to contribute what others contribute.

We do not all need to acquire every skill or bring the same offerings.

We do not all need to become knowledgeable about or proficient in every matter.

We do not all need to respond in the same way to the same things.

We are invited to show up to the work of love and justice as our whole selves - nothing more, nothing less -
trusting it is enough for the day; knowing the journey of growth continues.

We all have gifts.We all have limitations. It's so simple, and so very difficult to practice.
To do so requires us to trust in each other, to rely on one another; and to honor one another'’s roles - and
our own.
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While we all benefit from growing in numerous directions, trusting we are never just one thing and we have the
capacity to engage many practices of relationship, it's also true that we are made differently with different gifts
and different identities to play different roles in the collective. It's ok - in fact, faithful - to learn to recognize and
emphasize the things that seem to come most naturally to us; celebrating the offerings they are without trying
to pretend we are able to, called to, or need to do it all or be it all.

What would it look like to actually know ourselves - our gifts, our social location, our personalities, our skill sets
- well enough to have a strong and convicted sense of our place in performing Christ's body in the world? The
work of self-knowledge can be a powerful tool for collective labors of justice.

The physical body depends on so many parts doing what they do well, trusting the other parts of the body to
do their own work. But the difference between our bodies and our attempts to live out the body of Christ is
that our bodies are:

|. generally working towards the same goal, which is life.
2.the parts that make up our bodies generally know the role they play.

Often, in the church, we may lift up this very text (or the | Corinthians version) as an example of our different
roles, but we can easily leave out the key component implicit in scripture - the shared goal. To honor the
differences in individuals as God-given is great. But without the next step of channeling those differences
towards the collective work of liberation - the work of love and freedom - we are not the body of Christ - the
physical manifestation of God's spirit in the world - as much as we are just a scattered collection of parts, lovely
they may be.

To be of a shared mind, seeking a shared goal, means we move from solely celebrating that some of us are
preachers and some of us are good with numbers and some of us are artists, etc to asking questions of
ourselves like:

How can |, as a preacher; use my gifts to further the work of the body of Christ?

This question is asked of us in more concrete ways every day.

Right now, as Christ is manifesting in the work of Black justice and liberation, in order to channel our gifts to the
work of the body of Christ, the question becomes something more pointed. Like, how can |, as a preacher or
pastor, use my gifts to support love's work of overturning systems of anti-Blackness in my church, my community,

my neighborhood, my state?

Or - how can |, as an artist, use beauty, creativity, and honesty to create works that illuminate the truths needed
in this time?

Or - how can |, as someone who works in finance, channel this moment to advocate for policies at my place of
employment that further racial justice through economics?

We show up - from who we are and from where we are - with the knowledge of our gifts and capacities and
role, to the work of Christ occurring in the world.We offer ourselves in service to the shared goal of life.

The body of Christ is not just a collection of wonderfully created people. The body of Christ is an enfleshment
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of love and justice made up of people committed to tending the needs of the world together.To be a part of
it in a way that furthers the goal of life rather than troubling it, we need to know who we are.Titles and roles
like pastor and teacher are helpful in this, but our roles are equally shaped by other factors like our race and
gender and ability and class and other social locations. They shape our offerings - where they are needed and
how they function.

Knowing ourselves - where we fit in the body, what our role is - enables us to think of our collective work
towards liberation less only in moments that rise and fall and more in terms of the long-term and ordinary
choices about how we move in the world in the places we already live and the things we already do and the
jobs we have and the people we relate to.

So when something like the racial reckoning occurring right now rises up, we are not beginning all over again,
treating the moment as its own new question outside of all the others before it and after it, asking what “
should do.”

No, instead, when we know where we fit in this movement of love - what part of the body we represent -
then we are able to live into a more constant and sustaining question - who will | be? In relationship to power.
In relationship to communities - mine and others. In relationship to God.

The answer to this question of who we will be is the one our faith shapes.The one that requires the
transformation of our minds. Not once, but as a living process. It is a forever journey that enables us to break
out of the patterns that keep systems in place when moments of mass attention fade and things go “back to
normal.” A normal we are not called to.

The text says we are to offer ourselves as ““a living sacrifice” to the work of God in the world. Dr. Monya
Stubbs notes,“The sacrifice as an offering to God was given as a sign of mutual relationship. Worshipers
offered a sacrifice to gain God's favor or as a sign of appreciation for the gifts God bestowed upon them.To
offer one’s body as a living sacrifice is to offer one’s life to God in response to something received from God
and with the expectation of receiving something in return.”

We are not called to martyrdom nor charity. Ve are called to show up as our whole selves to the collective
work of love, with the knowledge and assurance that God will provide for us. This work is always about
striving for mutuality. The body flourishes when the needs of all parts are met.VWhen the role of each part is
honored.When no one has to over-function.When rest is available.When everything is a healthy balance of
give and take, each according to its need. We seek the shared goal of life by contributing to it from whatever
part of the body we find ourselves made capable of becoming.

* Personal/Interpersonal - “For by the grace given to me | say to everyone among you not to think
of yourself more highly than you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the
measure of faith that God has assigned.”

This verse speaks so well to one of the great offerings of Christianity - an invitation into the journey of finding
ourselves in right-relationship to God, self, and other in terms of our own self-perception, growth, healing, and
understanding.

We are encouraged to recognize the Divine gifts that dwell within us. The belief that we are created by God
with unique offerings to bring to the collective whole keeps us from theologically justifying whatever messages
we have internalized that minimize our value and worth.
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Similarly, the belief that our gifts can be manifestations of God in and through us, enfleshed in our lives and
being and bodies and particularities, keeps us from justifying any arrogance over others or sense of superiority.
At least, that is the invitation. Our faith pushes and pulls us in the long journey of undoing self-perception
based on the hierarchies of value entrenched in our culture. It invites us to un-think our worst nightmares
about our core selves and also to step down from whatever pedestals we have been put on or taken up.

This is, of course, easier said than done. From our earliest days we internalize messages from our parents,
societal structures, teachers, churches, and media that warp our sense of interdependence in the direction

of arrogance or self-deprecation, (often a bit of both, in different ways towards different things). Not only do
we have to tend carefully to the tapes that play within our own hearts and minds about ourselves and those
around us, but we must also pay attention to nuances of how we publicly testify to God, which is to say justice,
love, and the actualized reality of other kindom values.

Nanos writes in “Reading Romans Within Judaism,” “Boasting in what one has received as a gift from God
instead of focusing on how accordingly to give to others signifies, for Paul, an inadequate or immature
understanding of faithfulness.”

There is a difference between practicing conviction and practicing moral superiority, and much of that
difference begins with how we understand ourselves and what shapes us - in relationship to others.

In a recent podcast, Sterling Toles shares, “I've always looked at people as another iteration of myself. More than
likely, | would be them if | had experienced love in the same way..| don't really see people as other. I'm looking
at me...the people we reject are the people that we don't wanna see what they represent within ourselves.”

Let's think through an example of how this might play out in being “nonconforming to dominant worldviews.”
If we were once homophobic but have been set free from that thinking, set on the lifetime path of unlearning
love defined through heterosexism, it matters that we recognize that freedom as grace. That freedom, that
renewal of the mind despite the dominant worldview, is a gift born from advocates and activists, LGBTQIA
lives - ancient and living, authors, teachers, and whatever communities exposed us to a more just, whole, and
healthy perspective on sexuality. Everything that enabled that transformation...that is God, and is God's grace,
made manifest in the world through people and legacies and relationship and activism. Every bit of love - in
knowledge and practice and experience - is an inheritance. A passing on. An exchange between. It does not
come from out of nowhere.

To remain connected to that truth, the sense of self-perception that recognizes who we are - and what we
have the capacity to believe about ourselves and others - is significantly shaped by our relationship to others,
can enable us to respond to homophobia/biphobia/queerphobia with a love-ethic based in the collective.

If we count ourselves as morally superior, pretending as though our righteousness was born solely from our
own doing and knowing, we may respond to anyone who has not yet been set free from dominant and
destructive views of sexuality with the sole purpose of revealing ourselves as better than them. This does little
to advance the flourishing of LGBTQIA lives.

But if we think of ourselves no higher than necessary, but always in relationship to the others who have
shaped us, and vet - are convicted, as we should be, to confront homophobia - then we can show up to
the same person asking ourselves the question - “what is most needed in this situation in order to advance
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transformation away from the dominant worldview?”

It may still rightfully be something confrontational and impatient - that is sometimes needed to disrupt harm
or immediately redirect a situation away from the most vulnerable.

But it may also be choosing to walk away.

It may be calling a protest together or having hard conversations.

It may be asking questions and offering dialogue.

It may be suggesting resources for further education before the conversation continues.

It may be a simple but firm disagreement.

It may be communicating a commitment to no longer patron a business or to separate from one another if
there is no room for life and love to live.

Our self-knowledge, our gifts and our role in the body of Christ, all shape what role we play in
transformation. The options are many but when we are “sober-minded” about ourselves, our responses
to others are less about showing superiority or deferring in inferiority and more about discerning what
particular practice of love the situation calls for.

Of course, the example of sexuality here is one of many on the endless list of things around which we
must all be undergoing a transformation of the mind and heart to re-orient ourselves with God's will. Our
relationships to money, race, our geographic location, the land, gender, ability, relational practices, and so
much more can all be exchanged with the example of sexuality.

If we have been freed - or set upon a path of freedom - from any form of dominant thinking, our faith asks
us to recognize it as grace. Grace we invite others into. Grace we need from so many additional directions.
Grace that calls us to keep transforming and being transformed. Because collective transformation is the
goal, and we need everyone in the work of love that liberates with us. So we practice conviction about
what we know, about what furthers life and protects life and is in solidarity with life, but not for the sake of
proving anything. For the sake of what is good - for everyone. Always with the knowledge that we still have
much to learn, that none of us have arrived at love perfected, and that we need each other for this ongoing
process of the renewal of our minds and practices.

How might this same thought-process be applied to navigating conversations and confrontations around

wearing masks or other critical COVID related differences in our interpersonal relationships? How does our
self-perception shape our ability to practice collective transformation in the world?

Words for inspiration:

Listen to "l need you to survive”
https://www.youtube.com/watchiv=jylUywzqC98
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

The pandemic is an extraordinary opportunity to reform US education
How ‘The Matrix is a trans story. according to Netflix and co-director
DNC Platform Condemns BDS But Not Israel's Occupation of Palestine
Resources for Resisting Federal Repression

The Unraveling of America
The human brain builds structures in || dimensions, discover scientists

[enfleshed doesn't necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought partners]
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