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TEXTS

November 21, 2021

2 Samuel 23:1-7
Psalm 132:1-12, (13-18)
Daniel 7:9-10, 13-14

Psalm 93
Revelation |:4b-8
John 18:33-37

What links the texts this week?

On this celebration of the Reign of Christ, we're confronted with texts flooded with the glories of
kings and kingdoms.Their silence regarding the oppression inherent to imperial formations of power
will be loudest to those who suffer from it - those at whose expense the kingdom’s prosperity is ex-
tracted. Even if we don’t believe this to be the case for “Christ the King,” we're given the response of
Christ himself who reluctantly accepts the title as though it were imposed upon him.And in the tense
exchange with Pilate, an earthly king in his own right, Christ clarifies that the missio dei is not impe-
rial rule replete with conquest over lands, peoples, or treasures.The most treasured resource of the
Divine is truth absent of avaricious spin or acquisitive political agendas.

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

Call to worship

In possibility, wonder, and mystery, we gather.

In grief, burnout, and apathy, we gather.

With community, creativity, and intention, we gather.
With anger, questions, and heartbreak, we gather.
Hallelujah, God welcomes it all!

Let us worship God.

Opening Prayer
Holy Spirit, our lives are rarely one thing; they often make a duet of sorrow and delight. Breathe with us

through our sorrow. Marvel with us in our delight. Hold with us the “what is” of today that we might have
rest and courage to be present to tomorrow.Amen.
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Invitation to Offering

Community organizer and contemplative, Rosemarie Freeney Harding, said: There is no scarcity. There is no
shortage. No lack of love, of compassion, of joy in the world.There is enough.There is more than enough.
Only fear and greed make us think otherwise.

In the spirit of enoughness, let us bring our offerings to our community and to God.
Prayer of Dedication

God of Mutuality, we are inundated by messages that encourage selfish individualism. Greed shouts at us
from billboards and fear flashes across our screens. Nurture our ability to resist these temptations. Bless
our offerings and our intentions, that we may be generous with all we have and find our needs met in
community. Amen.

Benediction

The trees in the forest do not compete for resources,
they share nutrients through root systems

and disperse wisdom through webs of fungi.

Let the legacy we leave to one another be this:

We saw how we were bound up with another

And, like the forest, in our connection, we flourished.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How often does your community use language that frames the Divine as a monarch or king? What are
more liberating associations with our Source that we can embrace instead?

* How has the Thanksgiving narrative been spun and whose interests has this served? How can you
unspin this narrative in solidarity with Indigenous peoples?

* How can we ensure that our outreach, service, and missions work doesn’t contribute to the ongoing
“unpersoning” of targeted communities? Considering Christianity’s history of “unpersoning,” how can
your faith praxis reject models of ministry that explicitly or tacitly categorize others as “godless?”
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him).

Cosmic (CW:rape) - When King David says that God has caused all his desires to prosper and that the
godless are thrown away like thorns, what kind of God is David praising here? This God intervenes on David’s
behalf to fulfill his desires at the cost of his enemies: the “godless.” Who is the God of David to the enemies of
David? And who is the God of the oppressed to David when he is the one who causes their oppression?

There’s a recent big budget film called The Last Duel, which is an adaptation of the true story of the last legally
recognized trial by combat in France in 1386. In a trial by combat the verdict was determined by a fight
between two individuals, or parties, when there was no witness to corroborate the plaintiff’s accusation of a
crime committed by the defendant.Whoever won the fight was determined to be righteous and the loser; if
still alive, was executed.The rationalization for these trials was the idea that the “judgment of God” determined
the winner, supernaturally intervening to aid the righteous party. In the film a woman is raped and her husband
brings the rapist to court where they enter into a trial by combat. If the woman’s husband wins then the rapist
is deemed guilty by God, but if the rapist wins then the woman would be deemed guilty of lying and executed.

In this barbaric story, it’s obvious to us how horrible and violent this understanding of God is, but this is how
God has been imagined by many powerful people for much of religious history. It’s easier for most people

to see this image of God as repulsive when looking at a fight between two individuals, but this God is just as
repulsive when two armies battle each other and claim that God determined the winner.

David established the kingdom of Israel by invading, defeating, and exploiting Philistine people groups and
their lands. On his deathbed, David claims that all his desires were caused to prosper by God because of the
covenant God made with him. David seems to be praising a similar image of God here.

There has always been something suspiciously patriarchal, even phallic, about the imagery of God “breaking

in” on our reality and intervening in the material world to aid those who are breaking in and intervening on
others. This image of a violent interventionist God is a reflection of human violent intervention, not the other
way around.This image of God as the almighty interventionist aiding human intervention may initially seem too
enormous and horrific to grasp, but this God is actually quite small. This image of God is extremely reductive.
When we reduce God to the experience of victory, then we create an idol that misses and betrays God
entirely.

Today in the liturgical calendar is Christ the King Sunday, instituted in 1925 by Pope Pius XI, and has since
been adopted by various Protestant denominations.As the Sunday before Advent it’s a feast day where we
look forward to the reign of Christ. Throughout history the concept of the reign of Christ has been used to
dominate and exploit those deemed as “enemies of Christ,” but the pope’s motivation for instituting this feast
day was to encourage people to prioritize the justice of Christ’s kingship over and against the injustice of
earthly “kings” in the face of growing fascism in Italy and Germany. However, this distinction of Christ as the
only “king” still does not go far enough. Christ does not rule over others in the way a king does, so “king” is

entirely the wrong category for Christ, and the wrong category for the Divine in general.
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There is another way of thinking about God, and this other way is a lot closer to how we actually
experience reality. God is not a disconnected being breaking in on our world, or adjusting our simulated
reality from time to time like a programmer. God is here with us—all of us.Whatever we experience, God
experiences.And this is a God experienced by all of us.There is no category of godless people that we are
justified in oppressing.We are all within God, and this God calls us toward solidarity with the oppressed.

Structural -When reading about King David we must realize that we are not reading history, as we
typically understand history.We are reading a reinterpretation of events shaped by specific ancient agendas.
The narratives of David’s kingship depicted in the books of Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles are an evolving
reinterpretation that idealize David more and more from book to book.

In his book The Historical David, the Hebrew Bible scholar Joel Baden calls this method of active
reinterpretation “the ancient equivalent of political spin,”' We witness this classic spin in contemporary
political discourse all the time, where people reshape the narrative of an event and omit specific details in
order to show a person or party in a positive light and absolve them of potential guilt.

So when we read David saying God has caused all his desires to prosper over his “godless” enemies then
we must consider the spin here.When we are aware of a political spin of a story in the news or in history
then we can learn how to unspin the story.We can do the same with stories in the Bible.

This image of God, causing the victory of some and the downfall of others, has remained popular, and has
influenced American history as well, from European colonizers crediting God for making space for them
through the genocide of Indigenous Americans to President Biden, this year, comparing the U.S. military in
Afghanistan to prophets, quoting Isaiah 6:8:“Here | am, Lord; send me.”

In these spun narratives we must pay close attention to what is being reinterpreted and what is being
omitted—and therefore, what is being denied.

This practice of unspinning is similar to a concept in intersectional approaches to popular narratives
called “reading against the grain.” In her book Pursuing Intersectionality, Unsettling Dominant Imaginaries,
intersectional feminist scholar,Vivian May writes about “deciphering power” by directing our attention
“to gaps, inconsistencies, opacities, and discontinuities” and to treat these “omissions or silences” as
“significant.”

Reading against the grain means following these gaps in popular narratives and thinking beyond “familiar
boundaries or categories, to perceive sites of omission, and to consider their meanings and implications.”

In their book Intersectional Theology the intersectional feminist theologians, Grace Ji-Sun Kim and Susan
Shaw invite us to read against the grain when we engage with theology as well, calling us “to make visible

| Joel Baden, The Historical David (New York: Harper One, 2013), 10.
2 Vivian M. May, Pursuing Intersectionality, Unsettling Dominant Imaginaries (New York: Routledge, 2015), 227.
3 Ibid., 4.
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the workings of power in our usual way of thinking about theological doctrines and practices,” and “move the
voices of the marginalized to the center of our theologizing”* We can read the Bible against the grain as well,
deciphering the hidden assumptions in the text and considering the omitted voices and perspectives in the
Bible’s reshaping of events.

We must maintain our suspicions whenever we encounter someone crediting God for their victory over
their enemies, whether it’s in the Bible, in the news, or in the church.We must unspin these stories and read
against the grain by considering the perspective of those who did not get to tell their own story.

(Inter)personal - Humans have spent thousands of years using religion to justify inequality by dividing
people between those who God prospers and the “godless,” as David does in this passage. Colonization,
genocide, and slavery in the Americas was initially justified because Christian colonizers saw their victims as
godless pagans, undeserving of human rights. Naturally, this has had a lasting effect on the ways we relate to
one another.

The philosopher Giorgio Agamben famously wrote about the homo sacer (the sacred human, or the accursed
human), a category created by the Roman empire for criminals who had been stripped of their rights,
becoming a sort of unperson, who is therefore unprotected by the state.The homo sacer is reduced to a bare,
faceless life, who could be killed without punishment by the state. Agamben uses the figure of homo sacer to
talk about contemporary equivalents of homo sacer, such as the victims of Nazi extermination camps. Jews,
Gypsies, queer people, and disabled people were all treated as unpersons, reduced to bare life. In the United
States today the contemporary homo sacer can be found among targeted populations like undocumented
immigrants, whose rights are determined by the state’s ascribed identity of “illegal.” David’s category of “the
godless” functions in the same way, freely thrown away like thorns and consumed in fire, with no regard for
their humanity because they have been deemed “godless.”

How might we be unpersoning others in our society? Who do we reduce to faceless lives, because of
their position in society, or their beliefs, or their lifestyles? Ve are born into a society that normalizes the
dehumanization of others so we are called to the subversive work of rehumanizing those around us.

Postcolonial feminist theologian, Namsoon Kang calls for a Cosmopolitan Theology in her book of the same
name, inviting us to extend Jesus’ command to love our neighbor by seeing every human being as a fellow
world-citizen through a planetary neighborly love.“The spirit of cosmopolitanism,” Kang explains, “requires us
to radically extend the category of neighbors, to cross and transcend various borders, and to embrace every
human person and, furthermore, nature itself, as our neighbors.”

A Cosmopolitan Theology refuses to categorize anyone as “godless.” God is in whom we all live and move
and have our being, as the apostle Paul teaches in Acts |7.Imagine how our view of the world would change
if we rejected the category of godless and saw each person as within God. Imagine how our daily interactions
would change if we saw everyone we encounter as our neighbor.

4 Grace Ji-Sun Kim and Susan M. Shaw, Intersectional Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2018), |5.
5 Namsoon Kang, Cosmopolitan Theology (Missouri: Chalice Press, 2013), |4.
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The pains and joys of the individual become the pains and joys of the community when everyone is treated
as neighbors. Empathy is no longer held back for those who live and believe like us.VWWe become empowered
to compassionately listen to people in our communities and collectively act together to keep them safe

and healthy.We cannot survive life on our own.VWe were made to live interdependently, taking care of one
another so that we all prosper.

In her book, Mujerista Theology Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz wrote:“From a Christian perspective the goal of
solidarity is to participate in the ongoing process of liberation through which we Christians become a

significantly positive force in the unfolding of the ‘kin-dom’ of God.”

The “reign of Christ” is a reign of solidarity and liberation in the kin-dom of God.To live out this reign
today is to extend a planetary neighborly love to all humans, and to reject the categorization of anyone as
“godless.” We are called to rehumanize all those that have been dehumanized, even when we come across
that dehumanization in the Bible.

Words for inspiration:

“In short, biblical history is a history beyond innocence. Its only real heroes are the God of history and his-
tory itself, which somehow continues moving forward even in spite of the failure of its great protagonists.”

- Justo L. Gonzalez, Mafana: Christian Theology from a Hispanic Perspective

6 Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz, Mujerista Theology (New York: Orbis Books, 1996), 89.
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

American Psychological Association says it’s sorry for perpetuating systemic racism
THE BORDER CRISIS OF THE MIGRANT-SLAVE

A WORLD WITHOUT POLICE IS MORE POSSIBLE (AND NECESSARY) THAN YOU THINK

WHY IS ALABAMA USING FEDERAL COVID RELIEF FUNDS TO BUILD PRISONS?
International Tribunal finds U.S. guilty of crimes against humanity

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

Commentaries Author

Damon Garcia discovered his passion for ministering to spiritual misfits
and radicals through Evangelical youth and young adults ministry.This
passion led Damon out of Evangelicalism and into post-Christian spaces
where he continues to develop a liberative Christianity for a disillusioned
generation through video essays and dialogue.

Damon’s work is inspired by liberation theology, decolonial theory, and
anti-capitalist politics as he helps people unsettle and untangle the influ-
ence of Christian teachings developed to justify colonization.

Follow Damon’s creative work on all platforms at damongarcia.com and
join the digital community of Christians cultivating a healthy and liberative

spiritual practice through radical faith and political education.
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.
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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
capacities.

Please ensure attribution to “enfleshed” is included somewhere on your worship materials, screen, or
verbally 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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