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TEXTS

August 29, 2021

Song of Solomon 2:8-13
Psalm 45:1-2, 6-9
Deuteronomy 4:1-2, 6-9
Psalm 15

James 1:17-27

Mark 7:1-8, 14-15,21-23

What links the texts this week?

The texts begin with a woman echoing the tender words of her beloved coming to meet her in a new
season of regeneration and freedom. It is a picture of holiness - a rightness that the other texts de-
scribe in varying terms, all concordant in their endorsements of righteous morality. Whether through a

just and majestic leader, Israel’s statutes and ordinances, God’s divine dwelling, or Jesus’ radically inclu-
sive meals - the holiness of God is revealed by loving conduct.

O RD ER O F WO RSH I P (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship

We gather in the presence of a nonbinary God.
Our many dimensions are held by the God of Multifacets.

The Divine is not the enforcer of a linear life,
But Love who expands as the Cosmos.

The Spirit delights in all our permutations,
Let us gather in the midst of God Unfolding.

Opening Prayer
Holy Spirit, the cruelness of oppressive forces enrages us.VWe know it doesn’t have to
be this way. May we follow in the legacy of our teacher, Jesus, who, amidst empire, lived

creatively and compassionately. In our heartbreak, comfort us and open us to your expansive
ways.Amen.
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Invitation to Offering

We desire nourishing food, bodily safety, and access to resources for all beloveds because
we know that our flourishing is bound up with one another’s. In the spirit of mutual
wellbeing, let us bring forth our offerings that our bodies might rest in the care we offer one
another.

Prayer of Dedication

Spirit of the Living Christ, we dedicate these offerings to the protection and the flourishing
of the beloved community. Undo any inclination we have to police each other and instead
equip us for creative and sustainable relationship-tending. In your compassionate and radical
name we pray, amen.

Benediction

Go forth in confidence, beloveds,

for you belong; all parts of you belong.

No one can make the table of God un-set for you,

Nothing can make the Spirit's arms un-opened to you,

No permutation of you is anything but blessed.

Resisting every force that demeans us and others,

may we, as a people, feel our belovedness deep in our bones,
that all beings might feel their True Selves

in the light of our compassionate gaze.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How do your community’s purity standards inform and affect your politics?
*  What can your faith community do to enflesh a morality that is radically inclusive?

* Can you connect your outwardly practiced religious rituals to an inward disposition towards liberative
ideals?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Linda Noonan (she/her).

Cosmic - For people in first century Judaism, as well as most cultures in the ancient world, life was divided into
categories of pure and impure, clean and unclean.This applied not only to human bodies, but also to objects
and places. Purity laws functioned to keep what was profane from coming into contact with that which was
sacred. These boundaries helped to establish the identity of Israel. How and what people eat was one way

that a community establishes identity and determines belonging. (See, for instance, Michael Harriott’s “5 Rules
for Black Cookouts... and Life” or consider how Christian denominations “do” communion in different and

prescribed ways.

Our text invites us into an ancient conversation about handwashing and food and is set within a religious
system that was itself complex, diverse, and included many sects and perspectives. Here we have the Pharisees’
curiosity about the eating practices of the disciples and Jesus’ interpretations of Jewish tradition to his
predominantly-Gentile audience while offering a new twist- suggesting that what defiles is not what goes into
the body, but what comes from the heart. Jonathan Klawans challenges the ways in which we have mistakenly
identified purity with sin and with status (the assumption that anyone of lower social rank was considered
unclean and assumed that purity laws were the tool used by dominant religious forces to exercise power and
social control.

It is easy to read this passage and conclude — as so many biblical scholars have before us — that Jesus not only
rejected all Jewish purity laws, but that he positioned himself in clear opposition to Judaism, offering himself
and Christianity as the alternative.VVe are quick to imagine Jesus facing off against his own tradition when in
fact, he stands in the prophetic lineage of those before him who continued to engage and call their tradition to
accountability and more justice.

Jesus engaged in public conversations about purity and its relationship to morality, religious meaning, and social
consequences from within a wider Jewish context. These discussions took place alongside a movement dealing
with its own internal politics, and in Mark, a new cultural context which included many non-Jews.VWhat does it
mean for us to continue that lineage, engaging in conversation both within our communities as well as in the
public square, holding our own religious tradition to more accountability and more justice?

We want easy binaries — Jesus over and against the Pharisees, and Christianity superseding Judaism.We quickly
draw parallels between contemporary rightwing conservative theologies and those in Jesus’ community who
expected him to live by particular laws and traditions.VWe want to read a text like this and swap out the
Pharisees for the rightwing Christians and politicians of the day.

But Jesus messes with the binaries, disrupts dualism, and redefines belonging. He engaged complex cultural
issues while challenging colonizing economic, theological, and political ideologies that profited from maintaining
clear lines between sacred and secular, pure and impure, Gentile and Jew, male and female. Naima Lavender, in
the Black Trans Prayer Book, writes:
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Binaries are Institution
and in this world they are
hard to break,

but you Exist!

You are the crack in the
foundation of binaries,
You are power.

bell hooks and others remind us that the margin always knows the center better than the center knows
itself. The real power is between the boundaries and beyond the binaries. This is why those who exist in
liminal spaces are feared by the establishment...and the church.The queer, the neurodivergent, the crones,
eunuchs, sex workers, disabled, autistic, poor, elders, women, children - these are the magic-makers, the holy
shapeshifters and divine disruptors coming in the images and power of God. Black and trans author, dancer,
and facilitator Déja Baptiste writes, “VWe are a lineage of spirits who know that life, that flesh, has more to
offer than any binary.That our souls, our spirits, hold more truth than the rules of power forced on us at
our expense.’

How does your community disrupt dualism, honoring and centering the power between and beyond the
binaries? Jesus was The Great Binary Buster. Marcella Althaus-Reid describes him as a “queer man of God,”
who doesn’t just align with the marginalized, but “represents a truly marginalized God.” He was the “crack
in the foundation of binaries,” inviting us to redefine what it means to belong to God, to one another, and
to the world.

Structural - Nuance. Complexity. Disagreement over customs that matter- how, why, and when.These are
among the many gifts we witness in the inter-community dialogues of the ancient Jewish world in our
scriptures. Cosmologies and understandings of purity, defined-and-shifting boundaries and borders - these
all shaped ethics, safety, community, and tradition. These are no simple squabbles easily solved once and for
all. Like all ethical frameworks, we make calculated choices about how we use and apply them.Therefore,
Jesus understands the Pharisees and engages the conversation with seriousness, turning to the texts of
their shared tradition to make his case, not minimizing the significance of ritual purity’s role - for we all
have ways we tend, honor, practice, and collectively perform our sacred commitments - but to emphasize
their relationship to moral behavior. These rituals and relational practices should be understood as shaping
each other, not separate or opposed as some were inclined to treat them.VVe can hear Jesus’ use of the
scripture in this way, challenging the disconnect that some of us make between ritual and morals.“This
people honors me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me; they worship me in vain.”

Stephen Burns suggests that the word “worship” has its roots in the old English word, “weorthscipe,’
relating to “worth,” which suggests “toward,” “turned,” or “inclined.” Worship is turning toward that which
we perceive to be ‘of worth! What good is worship - what we turn toward, or center - if it doesn’t lead
us to radically different behaviors, morals, ethical practices? If we disconnect our Sunday worship from our
Monday politics, Jesus has a word for us.
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In this text, it is common for us to assume that Jesus is dismissing the role of food laws in his community.
Jonathan Klawans in “The Historical Jesus in Context” makes the argument that, in fact, Jesus is not acting

in disregard but, instead, is bringing this aspect of the tradition in direct conversation with the moral
interpretations of the law. Klawans notes that in verses 21-23, Jesus is pointing to morally significant examples
of what defiles. Many of these behaviors or tendencies, especially when mixed with power, have serious
consequences for the lives of others and the community. Jesus forms a prophetic response with his tradition
serving as its foundation to remind people of the moral impurities and the ethics of love, with which the
tradition is most concerned. Klawans argues that Jesus is prioritizing these moral impurities “over the
maintenance of ritual impurities.”

Klawans states,

“According to the Pharisees - like the later Rabbis - it is not that attention to ritual impurity is more
important than attention to [moral] sin. Rather, the issue of the ritually defining force of unwashed hands has
absolutely nothing to do with the issue of the morally defining force of grave sin. If the two concerns are to
be viewed as separate, then the question of their relative importance is irrelevant. In their view, Jesus was
wrong to relate them...Jesus related the two by explicitly giving priority to one over the other.”

Ritual shapes ethics and ethics, in turn, shape ritual. Sometimes one needs to be prioritized over the other
- and that is ethics.That is love. That is a moral commitment to the flesh and blood among us.This is Jesus’
claim - shared among many in his Jewish community at the time.

Ironically and tragically, Christianity has used this complex web of traditions and conversations to concoct

a drastically different set of conversations and priorities - particularly around matters of a now significantly
manipulated idea of “purity.” It is, in fact, the white supremacist Christian rendering of purity that keeps us
from entering this conversation between Jesus and the Pharisees with the curiousity and understanding it
deserves. Interrupting and divesting ourselves of these deeply-ingrained patterns of Christian supremacy and
the distorted ways they show up in our approach to texts like these is hard and critical work.

Binaries of pure and impure have been coopted, deployed and weaponized in American life, fueled by
Christian supremacy, white supremacy and heteropatriarchy. Thirty-eight states are currently considering a
total of 137 bills that seek to control the bodies and limit the rights of trans and gender non-conforming folk.
Many of these are “bathroom bills” specifically designed to prevent students from using bathrooms and locker
rooms appropriate to their genders.

The barrage of bills coming out of state legislatures aimed at eviscerating the civil and human rights of BIPOC
and queer folk around medical care, public access, education, and voting are all modern-day Christianized
“purity tests.” They are justified by toxic theologies and biblical interpretations which build on our long
history of laws and policing in service of defending white, land-owning males - what Kelly Brown Douglas
calls the “embodied castles” of America. The evil that comes from the heart that is written into our very laws
and enforced by violence - maybe this is what Jesus meant when he said, “the things that come out are what
defile”
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What does it mean to be church in the context of a broader culture which has weaponized notions of
purity, in a time of pandemic when we are trying to keep the coronavirus from coming into contact with
our very bodies? What might worship - the act of centering that which is ‘of worth’ - look like now? Will
we prioritize tradition or relationship? What do our choices say about who is of worth? Who do we
choose to keep safe and who do we cast aside in favor of our treasured religious, economic, or cultural
rituals? How do we maintain accountability to the most vulnerable among us? How can our religious
practices lead us to deeper commitments - to prioritizing our love ethic, our protection of one another,
our care for those historically-excluded and those vulnerable to COVID, and our vision for a more
liberative world?

Interpersonal - Jesus is clear - it is right relationship that is most sacred.“We shall be known by the
company we keep,” the song from MaMuse reminds us. Relationship rooted in justice and dignity defies

and disrupts borders and binaries. It is not just that the relationship itself is sacred, but that it is one of
the places we experience and find God - God as the connective tissue weaving and holding together all of
creation. Theologian Carter Heyward wrote,“God is the power in relation.”

The simple act of eating in community can be revolutionary. It was with Jesus. It is intimate.Vulnerable.

It is one of the ways that cultures ritually repair damaged relationships, connect with ancestors, solidify
commitment, and offer blessing. One of the simplest, most ordinary things that Jesus did is the one thing
that Jesus followers continue to do regularly: we reenact a moment in which Jesus took bread, blessed,
broke, and shared it with others.Whether practiced as a formal sacrament or simply in our kitchens,
fellowship halls, or picnic tables, we feed. Are fed.We are companions which, translated, simply means “with
bread.” To companion one another and eat together - this is indeed the holy stuff of life.

Those of us who regularly have access to Table, to food, and to safe spaces of belonging and sanctuary do
well to remember that these are sites of struggle, power, and often exclusion. One only needs to think back
to those middle school cafeteria days of wondering or worrying about whether there would be a place for
us, or powerfully wielding or withholding access to those shared tables. Cliques and unwritten rules about
who belongs and who can eat are not limited to school lunchrooms.The Table is a place of power.

Like the breaking of bread at our personal tables, Eucharist is powerful. It can be a place of radical welcome.
It can also be rote. Empty. Exclusionary. Denied as punishment for political ends.The US Conference of
Catholic Bishops has attempted to deny the sacrament to Catholics who support reproductive rights.

Mary McClinton Fulkerson and Marcia W. Mount Schoop argue that the idea of “colorblindness” and the
entangledness of American Christianity and white supremacy are embedded in the eucharistic practice of
white-dominant churches. Communion practices in these contexts are often divorced from real bodies

and trauma, and have resulted in a “sacrament of sameness” that has lost what should and can still be
transformative power.

Noticing who is present and who is absent, letting those historically at the margins lead, and building
bigger tables — these are all ways of turning an ordinary meal into a radical practice of love, resistance,
and liberatory power. Mx. Chris Paige writes,“This meal together is how we remember that the ‘House of
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Jesus’ (Sashay your way, beloved!!) is a house for eunuchs, foreigners, and strangers — OtherWise, freaks, and
weirdos — to come together and be fed.”

MaMuse’s song continues:

We shall be known by the company we keep, by the ones who circle ‘round to tend these fires.

We shall be known by the ones who sow and reap the seeds of change alive from deep within the earth.
It is time now, it is time for us to thrive.

It is time to lead ourselves into the well.

It is time now, and what a time to be alive.

In this great turning, we shall learn to lead in love.

Are we leading in love? What might the kids in your community have to teach the adults about table
fellowship, about the costs and struggles of navigating power and belonging, about taking risks on each other,
and about choosing who we sit with and who we don’t in the cafeteria of life? How are exclusive table
practices normalized as adults? And when it comes to our own ritual practices, how do we navigate our
traditions of purity?

Is love, our moral ethic, prioritized first? Who is being fed at the table in your community? Who is welcome?
Is the table “open,” but only to adults or kids that have “passed” confirmation? Is it “open” but only to
Christians? (We nuance and mask this language in all kinds of sneaky ways.) Who can consecrate or serve
communion? Is it limited to those denominationally-sanctioned and ordained? What would happen if a child
read the words of institution, or if, when we broke the bread, we named the brokenness in our own lives
and our world? In other words, in your community, who is present, who can eat, what stories do you tell,
and who can serve! How might we re-member and re-imagine how we feed each other in ways that build

“When | say ‘OtherWise-gendered, | am pointing to the wisdom and insight of a gender-full resistance. |

Beloved Community?

Words for inspiration:

am pointing to the many kinds of people whose life experiences have been trampled on or confined by
West-ern, settler-colonist assumptions and ideology... it... is not a singular experience or way of being.
Rather, Other-Wise-gendered is an effort to open the doors and the windows to make more space for us
to listen earnestly to the diversity of God’s good creation in all its many gender-full forms.”

- Mx. Chris Paige in OtherWise Christian
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

What about the Women? How the congressional hearing was hijacked by a pro-war talking point to
keep Afghanistan going

Israel approves plans for Palestinian homes in Area C — along with 2,000 settlement units
Federal Judge Again Blocks Texas Gov. Abbott From Restricting Migrant Travel

In Florida, protesting can cost you your right to vote

Brazil Indigenous group sues Bolsonaro at ICC for ‘genocide’

[enfleshe]d doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought
partners
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