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Job 1:1, 2:1-10
Psalm 26
Genesis 2:18-24
Psalm 8 
Hebrews 1:1-4, 2:5-12
Mark 10:2-16
 

What links the texts this week? 

From associates to friends to partners to siblings, our relationships are brought to the fore, where 
their emphasis proclaims the centrality of right relations in following the way of righteousness. This is 
even expanded beyond the interpersonal as Psalms and Hebrews attest to the community humans can 
enjoy with nature while we also exercise great power over it. Our scriptures demonstrate that the 
quality of our worship is inextricably linked to how we relate to all that lives.

© 2021 enfleshed 

ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship

Come, let us reimagine relationships so that power-over is no more.
The Living Christ loves mutuality, consent, and tenderness.

Let us gather with accountability and open-heartedness as our invitations.
God honors the sacred worth of all living beings.

Let us be together, that we might tune ourselves to communal thriving,
the song the Spirit loves to sing.

Opening Prayer

Rev. Dr. Howard Thurman wrote There is in every person an inward sea, and in that sea there is an island 
and on that island there is an altar and standing guard before that altar is the angel with the flaming sword. 
Nothing can get by that angel to be placed upon that altar unless it has the mark of your inner authority...
unless it be a part of the fluid area of your consent.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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Holy Spirit, may we revere inner authority and consent, that we might celebrate the sacred worth of all 
beings and in so doing, honor you. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

We live through violence to which we do not consent -- wars, pandemics, abusive relationships, an endless 
struggle of making ends meet. Let us gather our offerings that, through our shared resources, we might have 
space to co-create lives of mutuality, abundance, and rest. 

Prayer of Dedication 

God of Mutuality, we dedicate our offerings to work that looks with reverence to the belovedness of all 
beings. May our resources flow where there are needs to be met and where there is consent to receive. 
Amen.

Benediction

May you go forth connected to your Inner Wisdom
that you may recognize the sound of your soul’s yes!
May coercion and force be no more.
May every no be honored, 
so that our True Selves might be preserved
and the inner depths of all beings might be blessed.

 
 
 

SERMON PREP

Questions: 

• How do your communities, especially where marriage ministry is concerned, respond to the sexist 
history of marriage? What steps can be taken to acknowledge and correct systemic harms perpetuated 
by the still-patriarchal institution of marriage?

• As you consider the ways in which you have decision-making power, what groups are most affected 
by decisions you make? How much input do they share in the decision-making process? How can that 
input be increased even if you are a member of the most impacted groups? 
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her). 

Cosmic - Let’s be clear: This is not a teaching about romantic relationships. At least, not only. And is marriage 
ever? As long as marriage has existed, it has been a complicated web of economics, inheritances, politics, family, 
religion, gender, sexuality, sexism, and more. As any woman who desired divorce in the U.S. before the late 
1960’s “no fault divorce laws” were passed knows, it’s never been easy nor simple navigating the system of 
marriage as a woman. 

And as much as our laws and cultural values have evolved over even the last five decades, it’s still so easy and 
tempting (and so very common!) to read the centuries of texts represented in the scriptures without the same 
assumption of constant change and push and re-evaluation of rights and beliefs. The norms of marriage in the 
days of Moses were not the norms of marriage in the days of Jesus are not the norms of marriage in the U.S. 
today. 

Christian interpreter’s in particular are prone to read into New Testament stories a subtle anti-Jewish bias that 
brings Jesus to the forefront as a feminist, birthing a new movement of religiously empowered women. But 
Jewish New Testament scholar Dr. Amy Jill Levine cautions in the Jewish Women’s Archive: 

By placing Jesus in a (falsely reconstructed) setting where men were forbidden to talk to women, where 
women were treated as possessions rather than as human beings, where women could be divorced for the 
most trifling of reasons, Jesus’s encounters with women make him look like a first-century feminist.  

In some cases, such apologists take rabbinic comments on questions of divorce, women’s education, or 
women’s sexuality out of context, retroject them back into the Second Temple period, and then read Jesus 
as rejecting such negative Jewish views about women. For example, still frequently heard is the claim that 
Jewish men were tossing their wives out, forcing them either into starvation or [sex work], because “the 
rabbis” [quote, unquote] said that a man could divorce for any reason, such as his wife’s burning his dinner 
or because he found someone prettier. Jesus is thus portrayed as offering women economic security.

However, Jesus is not engaging in social engineering to protect women’s rights: in Mark 10:12 he also 
forbids women from divorcing their husbands. Keeping a woman chained to a man who hates her does not 
help the woman. Moreover, Jewish women had marriage contracts (ketubot) to protect them financially in 
case of divorce, and it is likely that in the late Second Temple period the more conservative view limiting 
divorce to cases of adultery was the norm.

Marriage has always been complicated. Queer and trans people know this. Women know this. BIPOC 
communities and disabled people have all been hurt, to say the least, by its modern application and connections 
with sexism, the state, and white Christian supremacy. And yet, for so many reasons, people still marry today. 
And people still divorce today. And it’s still complicated - economically, culturally, religiously, legally.
Can this institution be reformed? In recent years, activists have articulated the argument that the institution  

https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/jewish-women-in-the-new-testament#pid-15615
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of policing cannot be reformed away from its original intent—to protect the property of wealthy white 
land owning men by policing Black and Indigenous people and preventing worker uprisings. We might ask a 
similar question about marriage and the power, status, wealth, and privileges of cisgender men. 

So, some Pharisees come to Jesus and ask him whether it is legal for a man to divorce his wife. According to  
the Jewish law in Deuteronomy 24: 1-4, divorce is clearly permitted, so they were probably actually  asking 
under what circumstances divorce should be permitted. The Torah verses are ambiguous, stating only  that a 
man must “find something indecent” about his wife in order to dismiss her. 

Jesus does not answer his inquirers’ question directly. Jesus places another passage from the Torah in 
dialogue with Deuteronomy, namely, the creation story. By invoking the passage from Genesis, Jesus 
catapults the conversation out of a debate about patriarchal  property relations and into the realm of 
mystery and awe. He affirms that men and women (we might today  say “all genders”) were created by God 
and thus are equal in God’s eyes. Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza goes one  step further to suggest that Jesus 
is subtly condemning patriarchy by reminding listeners that “a man shall leave his father and mother” [the 
patriarchal system] and be joined to his wife so that the two human beings  enter into “a common human 
life…as equals.” 

This passage thus condemns the ways that patriarchy “separates what God has joined.” Systems of  
oppression such as patriarchy and white supremacy drive wedges into the equal, mutually interdependent  
web of relations intended by God. 

If every person is created sovereign and sacred unto themselves, and if we are meant to be intricately  
bound up in mutually nourishing relationship with all that is, how might we reimagine relational forms?  
What can it look like to leave the patriarchal house of our forebears and enter into shared human life as  
equals with others? 

Structural - In terms of contemporary issues, this passage might have more to say about what is 
happening to reproductive freedom, for example, in Texas than it does about marriage per se. In both the 
scripture and the Texas legislature, we witness groups of people who do not bear the weight of systemic 
oppression standing around debating issues that land squarely on the bodies of those who do. In both 
cases, legal experts use the language of the sacred to bless their efforts to control what was never theirs to 
legislate.

Women in the time of Moses had few means of survival outside of marriage. The ways that they could 
support themselves, for example, through sex work, were socially condemned and no doubt dangerous. This 
meant that if a husband dismissed his wife, she would either be sent back to her family in disgrace or be 
plunged into desperate economic conditions. For this reason, Jesus explains, Moses handed down a law that 
required the husband, if he insisted on dismissing a wife, at least to write a certificate of divorce so that she 
could remarry and thus survive.

Asked about the finer points of his law, Jesus neither condemns nor encourages divorce but explodes the 
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false contours of the container in which the debate is taking place, insisting that his hearers take seriously 
the sacredness and sovereignty of every being created by God, including women and children (and we could 
extrapolate today to queer and trans people, disabled people, Black and Indigenous people, other people of 
color, undocumented immigrants, and so on). He reorients listeners toward the kinds of mutually nurturing 
and supportive relationships for which we are created.

Today, many of us long to explode the false contours of the debate around access to abortion. The existing 
frame pits the sacredness of women’s bodies, vulnerable to all manner of exploitation, against the sacredness 
of an unborn fetus, and so this frame cannot serve love. In Texas, now, pregnant people are at risk of being 
turned in by friends, family, neighbors, classmates….This frame cannot serve love.

We need a whole new conversation that, like this passage in Mark, starts from a fierce desire to protect 
whatever is vulnerable, including pregnant people, children, and potential new life, and does so in a way that 
acknowledges the very real “hardness of heart” that makes life untenable for so many in Texas and far beyond.

In a video posted to Instagram on September 4, 2021, adrienne maree brown holds this larger reality:

knowing all possible life is sacred
knowing what a life needs, 
we decide what love would have us do

they demand we bring children 
into this world, amongst them
amongst men fighting each other to the death

we know the labor of sustaining a whole life
so we will have to protect 
these precious babies from them 
as they starve, displace, risk, infect, 
molest, rape, incarcerate and murder
that which they could never carry 

yet they want us to bear it
in spite of what we know from within
there are so many lives
lived in untenable crisis
because we hear the no
but they won’t listen

Perhaps this week offers an opportunity to preach about the complexity of reproduction when the labor of it 
falls on those who are already systematically targeted.
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(Inter)Personal - If we assume good intentions on the part of the Pharisees—and let’s be honest that 
Christians often don’t, and that that bias bolsters antisemitism—we witness them wrestling with the 
difficulty of legislating love and care. How should they interpret and teach the law in such a way that it 
provides care for those who are the most vulnerable, including women and the children whose blessing is 
stressed at the end of this passage?

What adrienne maree brown so skillfully articulates above is that…things are complicated. Bringing 
children into a world so ill-equipped to care for them and so likely to subject them to untenable conditions 
(violence, greed-induced scarcity, escalating climate catastrophe, nearly universal intergenerational trauma, 
to name a few) is not an automatically loving act. In this reality, decisions must be made case by case, 
with full consideration of all the conditions and with primacy given to those who are the most directly 
impacted—usually, the person bearing the child.

Often, in churches and other communities, we want to codify agreements into written policies, procedures, 
and even rules. For example, one church I know spent years embroiled in the development of a policy 
dictating how worshippers would greet one another during passing of the peace. The process began with 
some members expressing discomfort with the hugs they were receiving from other members. Rather 
than engaging in the vulnerable one-off conversations needed to obtain consent for hugging, shaking hands, 
giving high fives, etc, the community attempted to develop a policy that would be enforced for everyone. 
While there is certainly sometimes a need for such codification—for example, when there is no willingness 
from some people to ask first for consent—the creation of such policies requires immense energy input 
and often bears the cultural biases of those who are able to commit the most time to the process—usually 
white straight retired people. This phenomenon bears several of the hallmarks of white supremacy culture 
as described by Tema Okun, including “worship of the written word” and “only one right way.” It generally 
supports the comfort and ease of those with the most privilege, often unintentionally.

How does your community attempt to address complex conditions and conflicting access needs? Have you 
witnessed the urge to codify sacred relationships into sets of rules and policies that address the “hardness 
of heart” inspired by patriarchy, white supremacy, and other systems of oppression? How successful do you 
feel these solutions have been in addressing the underlying power differentials and prioritizing the needs of 
the most vulnerable?

Many of us living on colonized Turtle Island have not had much opportunity to build the skills we need 
to honor the sacredness of all beings. These skills might include self-connection (for example, through 
mindfulness and somatic practices), presence, nervous system regulation (including tools taught by Resmaa 
Menakem in My Grandmother’s Hands), active listening, sharing impact, receiving feedback, recognizing and 
honoring your own and others’ boundaries, and navigating conflict. These skills might go a long way toward 
helping us create communities free of “hardness of heart.”

Skill-building resources:

Centered Accountability Course: https://accountabilitymapping.thinkific.com
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Turning Towards Each Other: A Conflict Workbook: https://96cd8e90-7f87-4399-af6b-c7156e91189a.filesusr.
com/ugd/05f4b7_cec53ab03dcd4f32b1fecaf66ede2d80.pdf 
Building Accountable Communities Toolkit: https://project-nia.org/building-accountable-communities-toolkit 
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Words for inspiration: 

Listen to this empowering anthem called “Cinderella” performed by pop icons, The Cheetah Girls, which 
subverts patriarchal relationship norms taught to children

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

People With Intellectual Disabilities May Be Denied Lifesaving Care Under These Plans as Coronavirus 
Spreads

Haitians on Texas border undeterred by US plan to expel them

‘Music helps Palestinians remain steadfast’, teacher says

Union members approve new deal, end Nabisco strike

Pentagon reverses itself, calls deadly Kabul strike an error

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

 
 
 

https://96cd8e90-7f87-4399-af6b-c7156e91189a.filesusr.com/ugd/05f4b7_cec53ab03dcd4f32b1fecaf66ede2d80.pdf 
https://96cd8e90-7f87-4399-af6b-c7156e91189a.filesusr.com/ugd/05f4b7_cec53ab03dcd4f32b1fecaf66ede2d80.pdf 
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https://www.propublica.org/article/people-with-intellectual-disabilities-may-be-denied-lifesaving-care-under-these-plans-as-coronavirus-spreads
https://www.propublica.org/article/people-with-intellectual-disabilities-may-be-denied-lifesaving-care-under-these-plans-as-coronavirus-spreads
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https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20210918-music-helps-palestinians-remain-steadfast-teacher-says/
https://www.koin.com/local/union-members-approve-new-deal-end-nabisco-strike/
https://apnews.com/article/pentagon-calls-deadly-kabul-strike-an-error-25e2b83a9a0ae9a95d1aac71fe5f4ca7
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