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TEXTS

January 2, 2021

Jeremiah 31:7-14

Sirach 24:1-12

Psalm 147:12-20

Wisdom of Solomon [0:15-21
Ephesians 1:3-14

John 1:(1-9), 10-18

What links the texts this week?

On one hand, these verses can offer considerable comfort as they repeatedly identify us as God’s own
beloved children who share in Their inheritance. Still, this affirmation usually comes with an astronomi-
cal cost that places a stark dichotomy between “the chosen” and the other - these narratives concern-
ingly suggest that someone must sacrifice to pay for the fullness of the Creator’s love and providence.
This cost shifted over time from requiring entire nations to be given as “ransom” (an unthinkable
devastation) to being taken on by a single messianic member of the Creator’s family. As our theolo-

gy continues to evolve, we now celebrate our rejection of a divine love that must be so gruesomely
transacted.VWe are unconditionally loved at no cosmic cost, but we sacrifice ourselves to the revolu-
tionary struggle with an awareness that we’ll be opposed by many who invest in the status quo.

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

Call to worship

There is a Wisdom that goes before us
This Wisdom weaves through all life

There is a Love that is ancient and still unfolding
From this Love, we are birthed
In this Love, we are held

To this Love, we will return

There is a Holy Presence that embraces us eternally
This Presence is here, bearing the flesh of the earth

Thanks be to God, Divinity with us and among us.

Opening prayer
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Incarnate One, you bear flesh like ours still today.You live among us.You cry our tears.You eat at our tables.
You feel our pain and share in our joy.And like our ancestors, still, we struggle to recognize you.Transform
us in mind and heart that we may learn to perceive.Amen.

Invitation to offering

Through the life of a child, beloved, wiggly, messy, and vulnerable. This is how God begins life among us.
Dependent on collective care, familial support, a world that values new life. In the spirit of nurturing Christ
among us, let us bring our gifts together that God may grow among us.

Prayer of Dedication

Divine Wisdom, you show us how to live abundantly. Abundant in love. Abundant in generosity. Abundant in
collective care.While fear, injustice, and patterns of old obscure and conceal what feels possible, we turn to
you for guidance. In a spirit of openness, we bring our gifts to you.

Benediction

As close as our own breath.

As real as the face of our neighbor.

As passionately as the longings in our hearts.
This is how intimately God is with us.
Beloveds, all we have to do is pay attention.
With openness to every Divine encounter,
the Spirit sends us in Love.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How often have you heard darkness spoken of in a neutral or positive manner in a religious space?
Does your faith community have a habit of employing negative associations with darkness? How can
you make racial justice a higher priority in your ministry through your language and practice?

*  What is your relationship with the land you reside on? How can you cultivate a deeper kinship with
species other than humans? Would you be open to transforming your lawn or church grounds into a
garden and offering the produce to those who need it?

*  What public or scriptural narratives cause you to feel shame for being human? Can you articulate why
we are worthy of a healthy and thriving world? What counternarratives can you use to instill a sense of
worthiness?

© 2021 enfleshed




-] January 2, 2021 I

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

Cosmic - There is such a thing as too much light. Fluorescent bulbs can be harsh and glaring, erasing nuance,
obscuring the edges of things, and reducing everything beneath them to varying shades of grayish beige. A
light that is too high and too bright eliminates the shadows we need in order to see beauty. There is a reason
for the trope of the interrogation room lit by a single high dangling lightbulb. Harsh, relentless, unvarying light
can be a form of torture; it is still used as such by some prisons, particularly for those in solitary confinement
whose cells are illuminated around the clock.

The prologue to John’s Gospel is the origin text for the whole “Jesus, the light of the world” Christmas motif:
“...[l]n [the Word, aka Jesus] was life, and the life was the light of all people.The light shines in the darkness,
and the darkness did not overcome it.”

In the past several years, those of us under the influence of white theology have finally started to reckon with
the violence of associating God/love/goodness with “light” and chaos/sin/badness with “darkness,” during this
holiday season and throughout the year.These associations, embedded deeply in our collective unconscious,
serve to bolster white supremacy and anti-Black racism.This week offers an opportunity to address these
associations at their root.

The opening words of John’s Gospel are meant to evoke the creation story from Genesis:

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was
over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.

And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. God saw that the light was good, and he separated the
light from the darkness. God called the light “day,” and the darkness he called “night.” And there was evening,
and there was morning—the first day. (Genesis |: |-5)

From a postcolonial perspective, we might ask “What if your light had never come to the darkness? What if the
darkness was doing just fine on its own? What if God was already in the darkness? What if the darkness was
holy, was with God and was God? And what if the coming of a violent light pushed God into the shadows?”

John writes:“All things came into being through [the Word, aka Jesus], and without it not one thing came into
being.” If ALL things came into being through the Word, then that means both light and darkness, along with all
the infinite variety that exists in our world, and ALL things possess the life essence that the Word incarnates.
Light is not better than darkness. Both are created or blessed by God. (It is true that the writer of Genesis
declares light “good,” but that writer does not go on to say that darkness is bad, but instead that the two make
each other visible through contrast, as they are made distinct in night and day.)

Perhaps we serve a chiaroscuro God - One revealed in the stark contrast between light and shadow

Even recent scientific hypotheses bear out this idea. In an article written for Forbes magazine, Ethan Siegel
reports that although stars make up 100% of the light in the universe, they account for only 2% of the mass,
with matter made of protons, electrons, and neutrons (like us) accounting for about another 15%.The
remaining 83% is labeled “dark matter;” and that dark matter is responsible for the gravity that pulls together
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matter expelled from stars in ways that make life possible. In other words, we and all other life forms seem
to owe our existence to the cooperation of stars and dark matter. Light and shadow, clarity and mystery
together.

In her poem “John,” Lucille Clifton expresses this yoking of darkness and light:

“somebody coming in blackness
like a star

and the world be a great bush
on his head

and his eyes be fire

in the city

and his mouth be true as time

he be calling the people brother
even in the prison
even in the jail

i'm just only a baptist preacher
somebody bigger than me coming
in blackness like a star”

Resources for embracing darkness in Advent and Christmas:

Black Liturgies Instagram Feed by Cole Arthur Riley
Black Liturgies Patreon
Songs for the Shadows: A Season of Embracing the Dark

Structural -These verses read like a punch to the gut:

“He [sic] was in the world, and the world came into being through him; yet the world did not know him. | |
He came to what was his own,[c] and his own people did not accept him.” (John I: 10-11)

The rejection is so profound, and the consequences of it so dire.

John is writing about the “Word of God” as the life force, the very essence that runs through and animates
and connects all life, the quality that Gerard Manley Hopkins names, “the dearest freshness deep down
things.” Penawahpskek writer and teacher Sherri Mitchell writes about this essence as a Creation song sung
by the One who sang the world into existence, a song that echoes in all our bones.This tone, this essence,
is very beautiful. It is the “glory as of a [parent’s only child], full of grace and truth.” And it is the substance
that runs through all of us, making us all relatives to one another—all human beings and all else that is alive.

And human beings have rejected this beautiful relatedness—not all human beings, of course.There are
many who have remained in relationship with life and sought to remain close to the life essence, and John
talks about those—the ones who are “becoming children of God”— in the next line. But others have
traded this profound relationality, and the responsibilities it entails, for power, and then created social
systems, structures, policies and institutions to preserve this power and obscure the kinship relation.

One particularly clear example is our food system. Hundreds of thousands of miles of shipping and
processing separate the spicy breaded chicken thigh sold to me at the local fast food joint from the living
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bird who flapped and squawked and laid eggs no matter how squalid her living conditions. That bird was likely
transported some miles to be slaughtered, then shipped elsewhere to be butchered, and then to yet another
location, maybe even across the world, to be packaged, and then back to the United States to be placed on

a truck and driven to a distribution center many states away, from which it was then transported again to
the local restaurant, breaded, fried, and repackaged again for me to consume. Profit is, of course, generated

at every stage.The process is often nearly as convoluted for produce.There is no guarantee that the tomato
you buy at the local supermarket was grown in your region, even if tomatoes are abundant there.

A complex network of systems and processes separate us from the people (some of them enslaved or nearly
so) who harvest the beans for our coffee and the cacao for our chocolate, the people who mine the cobalt
for our electronics, the people under whose land and waters our oil runs. It is easy to avoid knowing the toll
taken on the lives of others by our seemingly innocuous living of our own.

No doubt, the survival of human beings on the planet depends upon our rediscovering and honoring of

our relationships. How might your community further commit to that work? Are there farmers’ markets,
community supported agriculture, and makers’ co-ops that you could engage with, and how might you pool
resources so that everyone can participate despite the often higher costs of ethically produced food and
other goods!? If cannabis is legal in your area, how is your city supporting BIPOC involvement in that industry,
and how might your community participate in that? If members of your community are making New Year’s
resolutions, how might those be communal rather than individual?

In Braiding Sweetgrass, Robin Wall Kimmerer writes that some Native traditions view human beings as the
youngest of all species, with the most to learn from species who have been around longer and so have more
accumulated wisdom.What would it mean for members of your community to apprentice themselves to the
trees or to deer or to the stream, recognizing that all of them are also children of God?

Interpersonal - It's New Year’s resolution season, and many people are making commitments to do and
be better.And it is common knowledge that most of these resolutions will fail by the end of January and be
forgotten by March.Why?

One possibility is that beneath our well-meaning resolve, at a mostly unconscious level, there is another
script running, and that script is circumscribing what is possible for us.The dominant form of Christianity
today has programmed us to believe that we are fundamentally sinful, that we were undeserving of the garden
God created for us, and that we have been expelled for good.

In a recent “What'’s Up,Y’All?” Instagram post, Sonya Renee Taylor calls out this programming for the harm it
is doing to us and to the world in the form of climate disaster. She asks, pointedly, “What would we do to a
planet [a body, a set of relationships] that we believed we were unworthy of? We would create the conditions
to be ejected from it....VWe are living in the projections of our unworthiness.” We are living out a self-fulfilling
prophecy rooted in the belief that who we are is shameful.

This passage from John has, | believe, the power to halt that script and debug the system so that we can treat
ourselves, each other, and the planet with more love, respect, and care.

John claims that there is, in the world, a script that is deeper yet—a Word, a logic, an essence that gives birth
to life—not just to living beings but to full aliveness within those beings.

What'’s more, that Word/logic/essence has been incarnated in human form in the person of Jesus. By coming
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as a human being, God affirms once and for all the preciousness of all human beings, of our bodies, minds,
hearts, and spirits. God gives the lie to the unworthiness script.We are freed from it once and for all.

John writes, further, that “to all who received [the Word/logic/essence], who believed in [their divinity],
[God] gave power to become children of God.

The word that is translated as believe in the passage above is, in Greek, gnosis, which means “to know by
way of experience.” It’s not about intellectual assent to a set of doctrinal propositions, but a deep embodied
knowing, an incarnated knowing that comes from stepping out on faith and finding it trustworthy, that then
enables one to live differently.

As we step out on faith in the fundamentally beautiful (glorious! Full of grace and truth!) Word/logic/
essence that runs through us, we become capable of living as children of God, living in cooperative
relationship with all the rest of life. Amen.
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Words for inspiration:

3

Listen to “No Longer Slaves” by Tasha Cobbs and feel free to substitute “my mother’s womb” to “the
birthing womb”
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

THERE ARE NO ‘NATURAL DISASTERS
WHY THE HOLIDAYS ARE THE MOST PAINFUL TIME OF THE YEAR FOR PRISONERS

Leftist millennial wins election as Chile’s next president
Super Typhoon Rai: Dozens feared dead in Philippines
Kellogg’s workers will vote on another tentative deal, but the strike may still go on

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

partners]
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