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TEXTS

February 6, 2021

Isaiah 6:1-8, (9-13)
Psalm 138

| Corinthians 15:1-11
Luke 5:1-11

What links the texts this week?

With an overwhelming sense of divine glory and splendor, it could be easy to think of our Creator as
too high for us to reach, much less be in close relationship with.These articulations of Their “highness”
and the grandiose displays of majesty are all tethered to a celebration of our Source knowing and
correcting the circumstance of those pushed to desperation. God’s glory cannot be separated from a

divine imperative to deliver those driven into weakness and struggle.

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

Call to worship

All you brokenhearted and bereaved,
You joyful and well-rested,
You overwhelmed and overworked, come.

All you disappointed and desperate,
You playful and delighted,

You angry and over it, come.

No matter the weather of our hearts, this day is sacred.
Let us worship God, Love that Never Ceases.

Opening Prayer
Living God, so many are tired of being tired. We feel the onslaught of demands while our inner and outer

resources diminish. We struggle in the nets of systemic domination we are tangled in. Untangle our minds
and spirits that we may move in your spacious freedom and ease into your mysterious peace. Amen.
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Invitation to Offering

“We are each other’s harvest; we are each other’s business; we are each other’s magnitude and bond.”
American poet, Gwyndolyn Brooks, writes of how we belong to each other. In the spirit of belonging and
bond, let us bring forth our offerings.

Prayer of Dedication

Radical Wisdom, amidst popular talk about self-actualization, we ask that our offerings be blessed to the
work of communal-actualization, that we might celebrate the flourishing of our neighbor as we would
celebrate a bountiful harvest. Bless the care we offer one another through time and intention. Amen.

Benediction

Listen for the gentle ushering of the Spirit:

Go forth all you beautiful beings, doing your best to get by,
feel the assurance of Cosmic Love in your life.

Rest, play, mourn, rattle cages of oppression.

Let your full humanity be an offering.

For God goes with us and within us.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How often do you discuss economic systems and how they shape our interpretations of sacred texts!?
How can you shift discussions around economics in our scriptures to reveal the spirituality inherent to
our collective financial dealings?

* Has your ministry community taken part in being fishers of people desperately in need of alternatives
to the volatile economic system we find ourselves in? How can your faith community strengthen its
relationships with your local BIPOC community organizers?

*  What steps can you take to embody an ethic of collective support and flourishing? How can you adjust
the circulation of your own capital and resources to acknowledge that your community’s flourishing is
inextricable from your own?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her).

Cosmic - “Simon Peter,Andrew, James, and John make a costly but righteous choice to abandon their smelly
but stable family fishing businesses in order to follow Jesus.” That’s how this passage often gets interpreted.The
charismatic teacher and miracle worker from Nazareth himself is imagined as an autonomous agent who, called
by the Holy Spirit, made a midlife career change from carpenter to prophet. For middle class readers (like
those who typically get their biblical interpretations published), this is a romantic and compelling story that
urges similarly middle-class people to make a choice to follow Jesus rather than orienting their lives around
stable secular careers and the accumulation of wealth. | have preached this passage in just this way. In fact, for a
good long while, | shaped my life around it.

However, | have found myself questioning, recently, who has the luxury of making this supposedly noble
choice, and what is the impact of their (my) decision to pick up and leave their (my) families and communities?
Whose neighborhoods do these well-meaning, well-educated, middle-class disciples move into,and whom

do they displace in doing so? And how thoroughly shaped is this reading by individualism, and specifically an
emphasis on individual agency that ignores both the limitations placed on our lives by social conditions and
the responsibilities we have to the interdependent web in which we are all embedded? Is this even a faithful
understanding of who Jesus was and the alternative community he was calling people toward?

Jesus is identified in Mark 6:3 as a “carpenter;” which contemporary readers might imagine as an independent
artisan much like the maker of Pinnochio. However, the word that is translated as “carpenter” (tekton) is
actually more often associated with day laborers doing large-scale construction work. It seems more likely that
Jesus, and maybe his father, too, were low-ranking members of the peasant class.

The same could be said of the fishers Simon Peter, Andrew, James, and John. Despite romanticized and
anachronistic interpretations of this passage that depict the two fishing families as middle-class small
businesspeople, fishers were actually a part of the peasant class subject through taxes, licenses, tolls, and trade
policies, to exploitation by the ruling elite. They would have been subsisting on the margins of an economy that
catered to the wealthy and powerful.

Thus, the contrast in this passage between the economically disastrous night of unsuccessful fishing and the
overwhelming haul of fish in Jesus’ presence is also a contrast between a world that is owned and controlled
by wealthy and powerful elite (the privatization of everything) and a world that is created and nurtured by a
loving God and is freely available to nourish all of God’s creation.

Maybe, for these first disciples, the decision to leave everything to follow Jesus is not so much an individual self-
sacrifice as it is a recognition that the humanly created economy is impossibly rigged against them.The fishers
gave up on the existing highly regulated and unjust economy—realized they had no chance within it—and
opted, out of desperation, to cast their lot with Jesus and God’s alternative, abundant economy intended for all.

This new economy is founded by and for the desperate, not the noble or romantic or self-determined.Where
are your people up against desperate and impossible circumstances? Desperation comes in many forms, not
just financial. But if this passage is any indication, it involves recognizing that worldly systems preclude our ever
truly thriving within them. Just a few verses after this week’s passage, Levi, one of the tax collectors responsible
for taxing the fishers on the Sea of Galilee, walks away from his post as middleman in this unjust economy.

© 2021 enfleshed




E— FEbI"U&I')' 6, 20—

What desperation motivated him? Did he recognize that his slightly higher social position separated
him from the people with whom he wanted to be in relationship, and did that make him desperate for a
different economy?

How can your congregation help people acknowledge their desperation for a different way than this social
order provides? What supports are needed to sustain those who are opting out of a social order that has
no place for them, and how can your community provide those?

Structural - Simon Peter, Andrew, James and John walk off the job in this passage.They drop their nets and
leave.

Since March 2020, many workers in what is known as the United States have done the same.According to
a Washington Post article published on December 29,2021, labor shortages have thrown a wrench into what
is otherwise a booming late-pandemic economy. In November 2021, the unemployment rate among those
willing to work was at 4.2%, a historic low.There are still about 3.5 million fewer workers employed now
than in early 2020, before the pandemic, but only about half of those are seeking work.This labor shortage
is contributing to massive supply chain disruptions and unreliable municipal services in many parts of the
country.

Of course, it is difficult to make comparisons between the labor market in the highly regulated agrarian
economy of first century Palestine and the increasingly deregulated late-capitalist labor market of today, and
doing so runs the risk of unwittingly bolstering our contemporary assumptions about individual agency and
free choice, as Robert Myles lays out in his crucial chapter “Fishing for Entrepreneurs in the Sea of Galilee?
Unmasking Neoliberal Ideology in Biblical Interpretation.”

And yet, there are elements of the disciples’ economic situation that point us in some interesting directions,
not only for understanding what is happening in our own labor market, but for imagining where things
might go from here.

The fishing industry in and around the Sea of Galilee in the first century appears to have been highly
regulated, and those who wanted to fish there had to purchase fishing rights and pay high taxes and tributes
from their catch. Much of the fish they brought in would be processed (at a cost) and then transported
(over toll roads) for the enjoyment of wealthy families in the major cities of the region and beyond.While
fishing families may appear to us to have been “in business for themselves’ they operated at a subsistence
level at best. At worst, they faced mounting debts that would force them out of the business.

To take the gig economy as a point of comparison, some might say that ride share companies like Lyft or
Uber offer an opportunity for drivers to “be in business for themselves” when in reality the vast majority of
the profit is siphoned off to the corporate execs and stockholders while workers pay their own overhead.
A dog walker working for the company WAG actually takes home only about a third of what the client pays,
and that doesn’t account for the dog walker’s transportation costs to get to each job.

People employed more conventionally in low wage jobs have been shown to need to work multiple full-
time jobs in order to survive. For example, one report published in SF Gate demonstrated that, to rent an
apartment in San Francisco, a worker earning the city’s minimum wage of $16.32 (well above the federal
minimum of $7.25) would need to work 4.9 full time jobs.

While there is no hard data yet for why people are opting out of working in 2021 and 2022, it is not hard
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to understand.

For our earliest disciples, a night of fishing that yielded nothing would mean not only no fish for their families
to eat, but no income to help cover their licenses, taxes, and tolls. At this moment when Jesus encounters
Simon Peter, Andrew, James, and John, they would have been crystal clear that their boats were, figuratively if
not literally, going under.

And then they encounter this former carpenter from Nazareth, himself a disaffected member of the peasant
class (see above), who reminds them of the teeming seas created by their God for the enjoyment of all
people.With nothing left to lose, they abandon their place in the exploitative hierarchy of the Roman Empire
and join with Jesus in opting into an alternative social order in which all may share in the abundance of the
land and waters and live in relationship to all those beings in and on the land and water.We might say this is
the beginning of Jesus’ vocation as an organizer. And this episode marks the beginning of the disciples’ training
as comrades in that work of “catching people”—people who were falling through the cracks of an inhumane
economic and social system.

What would it mean for our churches and faith communities to become organizing bodies for a new
economy of sharing and mutual aid? How can we preach the good news that the seas teeming with fish are
for the nourishment of all beings and they can’t be owned or co-opted for the profit of a few?

Interpersonal - Self-actualization might as well be the official national religion of the United States. It is
evident from mantras like “Do what you love, and the money will follow!” to the longtime US Army slogan
“Be all you can be.” In books like Jesus, Entrepreneur: Using Ancient Wisdom to Launch and Live Your Dreams

by Laurie Beth Jones, even the gospel is drafted into service of individual personal fulfillment. There is a
romance to the idea of entrepreneurship in which, as Richard Myles explains, the likelihood of failure makes
the lure even stronger, tantalizing people with a goal of perfect self-fulfillment that can rarely, if ever, actually
be achieved.This unacknowledged national religion is a perfect complement to the economic myth of the
American dream, in which anyone who works hard can succeed.Who actually has the luxury of doing what
they love long enough to see if the money will follow?

While there is nothing wrong with personal development — and exploring the specific gifts we each have
been given is probably a faithful pursuit — our tendency to read the gospels through a lens of individual self-
determination distorts Jesus’ teachings and the meaning of his ministry.The idea of individual self-actualized
persons did not exist in the same way in first century Palestine, which was organized according to kinship ties
and other forms of social relations in which people’s fortunes rose and fell together with others.

In an episode of The Word Is Resistance (a podcast of Showing Up for Racial Justice that considers the weekly
scripture readings through a lens of collective liberation) called “Catching Our People,” Margaret Ernst
explains that the four fishers named in this passage are described as koin6noi—‘‘partners” or “co-operative
members.” While we don’t know the details of their relationships to one another, it seems that they were

somehow in it together, that they were sharing risks and bounty, as we see them doing with this massive haul
of fish.

The word koinénoi is closely related to koindnia, the Greek word used to describe the earliest churches. In
becoming a part of such a fellowship, you would become a co-operative member.You would join your fate to

the fates of the others in that fellowship, economically as well spiritually.

In this week’s passage we witness the formation of the first such koinénia to be oriented around Jesus and his
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message of an alternative economy.

We might ask ourselves:What if “self-actualization” is actually a consolation prize for the loss of
relationship? What if we actually acknowledged, even grieved, the way our relationships are torn and
tattered in an economy that keeps us competing with and abandoning one another? Might there be a
deeper fulfillment when we join our fate to the fates of those around us, and specifically, to those who
are the most desperate, whose lives have been rendered all but impossible amidst the prevailing social
conditions?

How can our spiritual communities become microcosms of an economy of shared abundance where we
join our fates to one another?

Circle of Hope, a church in Philadelphia, formed small groups that worked cooperatively to pay off the
credit card debt of everyone in the group.

Another group of people who have historically faced barriers to home ownership is helping members
purchase their own housing. The process begins with one member who has enough equity on their home
to take out a home equity loan that will provide the down payment for another member to purchase a
home.That member then does the same for another member as soon as they are able.

These kinds of experiments challenge the market values that have pervaded nearly every aspect of
contemporary life. They change how we think about ourselves and each other in ways that mirror what
Jesus taught about new kinship structures (“Who is my mother? Who are my brothers?). Individuals

join forces as part of a new collective subject with the power to challenge, subvert, or evade oppressive
economic forces in the world. This frees us up to imagine new ways of being community for and with one

another.

Words for inspiration:

“The wealth of the imperial countries is our welath too. On the universal plane this affirmation, you may be
sure, should on no account be taken to signify that we feel ourselves affected by the creations of Western
arts or techniques. For in a very concrete way Europe has stuffed herself inordinately with the gold and raw

materials of the colonial countries:

Latin America, China, and Africa. From all these continents, under whose eyes Europe today raises up her
tower of opulence, there has flowed out for centuries toward that same Europe diamonds and oil, silk and
cotton, wood and exotic products. Europe is literally the creation of the Third World. The wealth which

smothers her is that which was stolen from the underdeveloped peoples.”

- Frantz Fanon in The Wretched of the Earth
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Tonga volcano: experts warn of long term health impacts
Leaked Report Suggests Impunity for IDF Troops in Deadly Stop of Palestinian-American Elder

[4-Year-Old Indigenous Colombian Environmentalist Shot Dead in Ambush
udge Clears Indigenous Land Protector Amber Ortega over 2020 Protest at U.S.-Mexico Border Wall

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

Commentaries Author

Nichola Torbett (she/her) is a spiritual seeker, recovering addict, gospel
preacher, podcaster, writer, resistance fomenter, dog-walker, nonviolent
direct action trainer, and abolitionist. Driven by her passion for both
spiritual formation and social change, she co-founded Seminary of the
Street, a training academy for love warriors, in 2009 and Second Acts, a
liturgical direct action affinity group, in 2014. She is co-editor of
RESPISCENCE: A LENTEN DEVOTIONAL FOR DISMANTLING WHITE
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THE YOKE, and other radical discipleship publications.
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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.
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Email info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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