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TEXTS

September 19, 2021

Proverbs 31:10-31

Psalm |

Wisdom of Solomon [:16-2:1, 12-22
Jeremiah |1:18-20

Psalm 54
James 3:13 - 4:3,7-8a
Mark 9:30-37

What links the texts this week?

These texts introduce us to the divisive Divine who facilitates separation between righteousness and
wickedness, contrasting the sustainability of God’s goodness over the decaying nature of that which
opposes God.This is all sandwiched by two images that challenge normative gender roles - one of an
enterprising woman who masculinely girds her virtues as a soldier would and the other a maternal
picture of Christ with a baby in his arms.

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

Call to worship

God is lover, lure, invitation
God is dance, welcome, celebration.

To God, whenever we show up is just fine;
She has left the front porch light on; the key’s under the mat.

God is patient. She does not force, She unfolds life into more life,
possibility into greater possibility.

Come let us gather with the God of Hope!
Opening Prayer
Holy Spirit, wherever we are today -- whatever state of mind, state of spirit, state of body -- you

compassionately meet us there.You do not demand we change.You simply invite us to show up to “what is,”
with curiosity about the impact of our actions.Thank you for your kind support in our becoming. Amen.
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Invitation to Offering

For resources that are hoarded, people who are exploited, and land that is stripped as if it’s not a living,
breathing ecosystem -- God we grieve.VWe dedicate our offerings to the work that points to another way --
a way where all beings are sustained, cherished, and deeply respected. Let us bring forth our offerings that it
might be so.

Prayer of Dedication

God of Becoming, we dedicate these offerings to the divine found in every person, plant, animal, and mineral
and to their inherent dignity. In honoring our sacred interconnectedness, we honor you.Amen.

Benediction

Let us give each other flowers
while we are together on this plane of existence --
Lavender, poppies, mint from the pot on the stoop.

Let us write odes to each other’s belovedness --
a guitar solo for your grin, a ballad for your boldness,
a whole symphony for the texture of your hair.

Oh, beloveds, in our love for each other,
may we go forth, dancing ourselves to the kin-dom of God.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How does your community engage with heavily gendered texts like Proverbs 31? How can you lean into
interpretations of the text that liberate all folks across or beyond the gender spectrum?

* Do your faith community’s defining characteristics center targeted populations? What would your faith
community have to do to shift what it’s known for by neighbors?

* How can you contribute to a culture that openly celebrates the valor of those around you?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by AnaYelsi (she/her).

Cosmic - How many of our churches are so noble in character that the members of our community are
moved to respect and praise God at our city gates? Are they able to speak of the good we do, the harm we
prevent, the portions we provide and the wisdom we speak? Are we recognized for our laughter and the
strength of our communities, not just the charm of our buildings?

The poetry of proverbs 31| offers something so much more expansive than simple directives or words of praise
for an individual woman.We commonly refer to the church as the Bride of Christ with an intention of inspiring
our communities to conduct ourselves as a “helpmeet” worthy of a partner such as God.This charged term
and image has been deployed from pulpits as a proclamation of femininity’s false subordination to masculinity.
Of course, the use of the word in the text has no such [trans]misogynistic character.

“In Hebrew the word ‘help mate/help meet, is derived from two words, ezer and k’enegdo. [...] In Diana
Webb’s book Forgotten Women of God she talks about the meaning of the word, ‘ezer; ‘In eight of these
instances the word means ‘savior”. These examples are easy to identify because they are associated with
other expressions of deliverance or saving. Elsewhere in the Bible, the root ezer means ‘strength’....

the word is most frequently used to describe how God is an ezer to man.[...] God used a descriptor
for women that [God] used for [God]self. [God] calls us the same word that [God] calls [Godself]. [...]
Lastly, the word that accompanies ezer is kenegdo which means ‘in front of him,”opposite as to him’ or
‘corresponding as to him’. A great visual explanation of the word kenegdo would be two wings on a bird,
they are not the same, but are equal.”"

If the Church and Creator are two wings of the same bird, Proverbs 3| offers us a glimpse into what a mirror
image of Them would look like. In the same way that a woman can’t possibly embody all the virtues described
in proverbs 31, neither can an individual Christian, but within the whole body of the Church we do hold that
capacity.

As the bride of Christ, how are we as a community of believers living out the virtues of proverbs 31, and what
does our community need to do to look more like a Helpmeet of God?

Structural - There’s a striking phenomenon in patriarchal societies where that which is created for the benefit
of women is distorted into a tool that perpetuates harm against the very women for whom it was created,
with even worse harms meted against trans women. In the last fifty years, the legal system has produced new
laws and standards for the purposes of protecting victims of intimate partner violence - primarily women.
While these laws were drafted with the intention of addressing an epidemic of violence against women, some
of the results have themselves caused harm to women through mandated arrests of a partner, the jailing of
“uncooperative” victims, and the loss of children to the system.A paternalistic legal system tells these victims
that, unless they use the courts of law to resolve their claims, and unless they sanction incarceration as the

| https://www.chasingsacred.com/helpmate-the-real-meaning-of-the-word/
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only solution to violence, they “must not know what’s best for them” and this has resulted in women being
arrested and jailed in order to compel their testimony against an abusive partner.

“The issue is really that the government feels that they should be able to control victims. [Domestic
violence] victims should be given care, support and safety. Prosecution is not always the answer for
victims and it is quite presumptuous for the government to try to control victims.” 2

The state and the Church have at least one very unfortunate thing in common - a presumptuous nature
that seeks to control, and prevent any challenges to a male dominated status quo.This is exactly what has
happened with Proverbs 31, a passage initially written for the purposes of exalting the myriad of virtues
within womanhood. This scripture was not penned as a directive towards women.

“And yet many Christians interpret this passage prescriptively,as a command to women rather than an
ode to women, with the home-based endeavors of the Proverbs 31 woman cast as the ideal lifestyle
for all women of faith. An empire of books, conferences, products, and media has evolved from a subtle
repositioning the poem’s intended audience from that of men to that of women. One of the more
popular books is titled ‘Becoming the Woman God Wants Me to Be:A 90 Day Guide to Living the
Proverbs 31 Life’

No longer presented as a song through which a man offers a woman praise, Proverbs 31 is presented
as a task list through which a woman earns it. This, | believe, misses the point of the text entirely.” 3

Rachel Held Evans is right- so much is lost because of how the Church has misappropriated these verses
and turned them into a tool for control. Like our responses to intimate partner violence, which are
gradually shifting to include restorative justice and healing centered approaches, the Church can shift its
teaching around proverbs 31 to reflect its original intent; celebrating all aspects of femmehood, not dictating
to and controlling the feminine-presenting.

Interpersonal - In April the cherry blossoms were in full bloom, and after nearly seven years in DC |
finally had the chance to see them for myself. In my usual dramatic fashion, | chose to wear a long formal
gown that would match the pink of the blossoms.While compliments from my partner are always lovely, it
was the women who kept stopping me during our walk to tell me how much they loved it that made me
feel beautiful and seen. It’s a feeling similar to the time | led a retreat and had two young Venezuelan women
share with me what it meant to see themselves reflected in the speaker. Other attendees were kind but
nothing impacted me as much as the words from those young women.There’s a unique power in being
celebrated by those that share your identity or experiences. It makes you feel known.

| love these words from a person who was undeniably a woman of valor - Rachel Held Evans. In them, she
shares a lesson learned from Ahava, a Jewish friend, about how Proverbs 31 is understood in her faith.

2 https://www.dailycamera.com/2021/06/1 3/boulder-da-discusses-recent-decision-to-hold-named-domestic-violence-vic-
tim-in-contempt-for-refusing-to-testify/
3 https://rachelheldevans.com/blog/3-things-you-might-not-know-about-proverbs-3|1
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Ahava repeated a finding I'd discovered in my research, that the first line of the Proverbs 31 poem—*"a
virtuous woman who can find?”—is best translated,“a woman of valor who can find?” (The Hebrew is eshet
chayil,“woman of valor”; the male equivalent is gibor chayil,“man of valor”) To make this fact even more
fun,Ahava explained to me that she and her friends cheer one another on with the blessing, celebrating
everything from promotions, to pregnancies, to acts of mercy and justice, to battles with cancer with a hearty
“eshet chayil”! (Think of it as something like the Jewish “you go girl.”)

This discovery led me to declare “woman of valor!” when a good friend finished seminary, when my mom
beat breast cancer, when my sister ran a half marathon. *

She had an abundance of giftings, but one of Rachel Held Evans’ most beautiful characteristics was how she
celebrated and encouraged the people in her life. She may no longer be with us, but her words remain, and
they are an important echoing of scripture - a reminder to give people their flowers while they are with us.
We ought to shower one another with blossoms at every given opportunity.

Sure, for me, there is something precious about feeling seen by women or by People of Color, but that truth
isn’t meant to be limiting.VWWe encounter people exemplifying the virtues of the proverbs 3|1 woman all of the
time.We need to tell them! Both as individuals and as congregations, we want to embody the husband at the
city gates - praising one-another for the ways we enrich our lives and our Churches.

We invite you to critically reflect on the histories and modern use of metaphors of the church as the “Bride
of Christ” and on phrases like “Helpmeet” that can both be used to enforce binary and harmful gender ex-
pectations that disempower femininity in all its expressions. Cisgender men should be particularly cautious if
not hesitant regarding their use of these terms from the pulpit.

Editor’s note

Words for inspiration:

Reflect on this holy encounter between indigenous Americans in VWashington DC. Consider how we manipu-
late the notion of “valor” in our collective memory of which populations/individuals should be celebrated and

valorized. Take note of what happens inside of you when confronted with this righteous reveral.

Image description: Three indigenous people of valor stand in the foreground of the statue of former president
Abraham Lincoln seated at the Lincoln Memorial in Washinton DC. Each of them stand with proud expres-
sions and their middle fingers raised high behind them to the statue of Lincoln.

4 https://rachelheldevans.com/blog/3-things-you-might-not-know-about-proverbs-3|1
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Home hunting while Black: How racism sabotages the American dream
Video reportedly shows muddy, bug-infested facilities housing Afghan refugees on Fort Bliss

First Nations Version translates the New Testament for Native American readers

CLIMATE CRISIS AND THE PERILS OF INCREMENTALISM
The Cat Traps are Proving to be a Success

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

Commentaries Author

AnaYelsi Velasco-Sanchez (she/her) is an IndoLatinx mujerista offering edu-
cation, coaching, consulting, writing, and art—all intended to assist people
in building an interlocking framework for justice. She is the founder of En
Conjunto—a collective of People of Color working independently at the
intersection of justice and spirituality. She is also the Co-Creator of the
Digital Dine-In Project — a virtual dining and learning experience bringing
people together from around the world. She is an independent practitioner
but partners as a co-coordinator with Liberation School South and serves
on the board of the Festival Center in Washington, DC.You can follow her
on twitter and |G at @brwneyedamzn and on Facebook (/browneyedama-

zon).
Liturgy Author

Rev. Molly Bolton (she/they) is a spiritual director, hospital chaplain, and
poet who lives in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina with her
partner and a tuxedo cat. She engages poetry as a tool for liberative
spiritual care in clinical, ecclesiastical, and community settings.

Molly holds a Master of Divinity from Wake Forest School of Divinity and
a Diploma in the Art of Spiritual Direction from San Francisco Theological
Seminary. She was trained as a chaplain at Cleveland Clinic and is ordained
in the United Church of Christ.

Hikes with stream crossings, feminist romance novels, and porch-sits with

beloveds are a few of their favorite things. Find them at revmollybolton.com
and on insta @mijbolton.

© 2021 enfleshed



https://www.msnbc.com/opinion/home-hunting-while-black-how-racism-sabotages-american-dream-n1278488
https://www.ktsm.com/news/local-news/inside-the-facilities-housing-afghan-refugees-on-fort-bliss/
https://religionnews.com/2021/08/31/first-nations-version-translates-the-new-testament-for-native-american-readers/
https://www.wearyourvoicemag.com/climate-crisis-and-the-perils-of-incrementalism/
https://twitter.com/CUTEFUNNYANIMAL/status/1434548718573920266?s=20

Editor

Casey Overton (she/they) is the Editor of “Liturgy that Matters”

Copyright

A subscription to Liturgy that Matters grants permission for one person or one faith community to use
these materials for worship and preparation. Sharing enfleshed materials further violates the term of the
subscription and hinders the well-being of enfleshed and its potential to serve the church in growing capaci-
ties.

Please ensure attribution to “enfleshed” is included somewhere on your worship materials, screen, or ver-
bally when enfleshed liturgies are used. If any changes are made to the liturgy, [adapted by | should be

included in the attribution. No further permissions are needed to livestream worship using these resources.

Email info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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