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Jeremiah 17:5-10

Psalm |
| Corinthians 15:12-20
Luke 6:17-26

What links the texts this week?

These texts present a cosmic opposition between the righteous and wicked as the scripture evolves in
its articulation of a material analysis. The actions of the wealthy are associated with the instability and
ephemerality of the wicked. Righteousness is ultimately associated with the most vulnerable.We're also
offered a recurring theme in the lusciousness of the natural world, serving as a further reminder that
these forces impact our ability to be welcomed and rewarded by the earth.

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

Call to worship

As dawn illuminates the day set before us,

As weather, mild and fierce, moves across the lands we call home,
As birdcall chimes the setting of the sun,

So the Holy Spirit wakes, moves, and sings with us.

Let us Worship the Creating and Abiding God.

Opening Prayer

Kindred God, we long to feel connection with our bodies, the land, and each other. Dominant forces make it
difficult to move slow enough to do so.VVe are deterred from lingering with breath, bumble bee, birch tree,
and beloveds. Enable our resistance to systems and norms that profit from numbing-out and rushing past.
We hope to learn to practice the pace of connection.Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Esteemed poet and member of the Creek Nation, Joy Harjo, writes that humans who say trees are not
sentient beings must not notice “the singing of trees when they are fed by wind, or water music -- or do
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not attune to their cries of anguish when they are broken and bereft”” Come, let us bring our offerings that
our kin -- plant, animal, land, and human -- might be honored, for our thriving depends on one another.

Prayer of Dedication

Sacred Energy, we remember we are part of nature.We give thanks for the wisdom of nature, teaching us
that it is not through hoarding, but through sharing, we, too, receive life. May our offerings reach like roots
toward every need, providing sustenance in this ecosystem of care we call the beloved community. Amen.

Benediction

Go in the Spirit of our Sibling, Jesus,

who washed the earth off of the feet of those he loved,

who cooked fish with friends on the beach,

who teaches us that in honoring the earthy and the ordinary
that we find ourselves, each other, and the holy.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Do you find it helpful for God to be given a personality and human characteristics despite not being a
person! How does your ministry approach the limitations of personifying the divine?

*  How does your faith community support BIPOC members whose devotion to Christianity began with
violence! How can the community share a responsibility for reckoning with the horrific ways your
shared faith may have entered their ancestral lineage?

*  What is your attitude towards syncretism and the occult? What would it take for your spiritual commu-
nity to advance a decolonial commitment to multispiritual practice?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Casey Overton (she/they).

Cosmic - The enterprise of the prophetic is a curious one.We’ve yet to come to a consensus on how exactly
we regard the prophets and the nature of their work.Where, in the prophetic tradition, do we draw the

line between the human and the divine? How much authority can rightfully be ascribed to the prophet? This
quandary is of immense importance in this passage.

Like the unique collective palate of Australia with its disposition towards Vegemite, White Christianity craves
a “God” with qualities that any domestic violence expert would flag as signs of abuse. Certainly, if humans can
manage interpersonal relationships without deploying curses, blight, and suffering, the Almighty could impose
firm devotional standards without leveraging such devastating punishment. So with what authority does
Jeremiah claim that those of varied religious fidelities have so miserable a fate?

Jeremiah borrows some authority from the law which commands that no gods other than YHWH be praised.
This is the “word of the Lord”...the same “word of the Lord” which countersigns the sale of human beings
shortly after the ten commandments. So, if we can cite the obsolete or even disgusting features of Mosaic law
to complicate the credentials of those who penned and assembled the canon, what fears hinder us from also
interrogating its central theological doctrines such as monotheism? Well, plenty.

You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above or that is on the earth
beneath, or that is in the water under the earth ... for | the LORD your God am a jealous God, punishing children for
the iniquity of parents, to the third and the fourth generation of those who reject me, but showing steadfast love to the
thousandth generation of those who love me and keep my commandments. (Exodus 20: 4-6)

Even if the consequence of God’s love outweighs the consequence of the divine contempt, being punished four
generations out sounds terrifying especially for the innocent offspring who never applied to exist. This Jeremiah
passage gives us plenty more to be afraid of: being cursed to shrivel to a dehydrated crunch in a desert salt
pan, the deception of our “devious,” “perverse” hearts, and some Christians might randomly insert Satan

and hellfire as misappropriated accessories to invoke further torment.The fear these threats could induce,
especially when compounded across generations and embedded into a communal DNA, are exceptionally

functional means of extinguishing any lines of questioning a critically thinking mind could ignite.

Despite these concerns regarding God’s reactionary authoritarianism, we try not to leave the text completely
irredeemable. Perhaps this chapter’s most effective instruments for uncovering the more compassionate
character of this message lay just outside of the selected verses. Interestingly, the two verses that surround our
carefully chosen passage share a common motif, serving as an all-important frame for this polemic.

Your wealth and all your treasures | will give for spoil as the price of your sin throughout all your territory. By your own
act you shall lose the heritage that | gave you, and | will make you serve your enemies in a land that you do not know,
for in my anger a fire is kindled that shall burn forever. (Jeremiah 17:3b-4)

Like the partridge hatching what it did not lay, so are all who amass wealth unjustly; in mid-life it will leave them, and at
their end they will prove to be fools. (Jeremiah 17:11)

If Jeremiah’s concerns regarding idols were solely theological, these repeated mentions of money and economic
conditions could appear out of place.These mentions, though, provide us with a legitimate concern that could
be preoccupying the troubled prophet (and their editors) — the people they are speaking to are exiled in a
state of economic ruin, despoiled of all they had built up at the political whim of a cruel and merciless empire.
Jeremiah’s association of ongoing idol worship with the people of Israel’s dispossessed condition doesn’t have
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to be well-founded for it to represent his loving desire to see them flourish in self-determination.VVe,

then, are reading a prophetic tradition confronting the nightmare in which the people are already cursed,
withered, despoiled, and barren - the prophet left with the monumental task of not only trying to explain
but to furthermore repair an act of imperialist chaotic evil over which the Israelites had minimal control.
We therefore must continue to interrogate whether the words of this text are “loving threats” (ew!) of our
Creator or the etched anxieties of a terrified leader doing his best to offer his people a sense of direction
in unprecedented times.When you are inevitably met by the blood-chilling core of life’s unfairness, how will
you call forth a gentle song of peace and love instead of blame and threats of punishment? To whom will
you be accountable in doing so? May we embrace the freedom to decide whether the oracles among us
speak for our God.

Structural - Noticing the impact of capital in our reading doesn’t diminish or disqualify the spiritual/
theological implications.With the consideration of the people’s economic conditions, this passage posits a
rationale for discouraging idol worship that gives the practice material relevance as opposed to only making
an anthropomorphized God feel “jealous” or unappreciated. Ve tend to believe the spiritual (considered
solely immaterial) and economic (considered solely material) are best dichotomized, simply because our
culture tends to.And in fairness, strong associations of divine providence with financial success have birthed
the notoriously lethal prosperity gospel that has made a mockery of Christian faith. Even if Jeremiah’s
anxiety regarding the relationship between the people’s idol worship and their devastation is likely
misplaced, the Jeremiah tradition wasn’t irrational to intertwine warnings about economic injustice and idol
worship. If we're willing to entertain how a concern for idols need not revolve around such a humanized
understanding of the relational fragility between humanity and the divine, then we can use the present
material analysis to conjecture a justice-seeking impetus for Jeremiah’s still harmful rhetoric.

Africans were forcibly brought to this “nation” much like the Hebrew exiles. In our enslavement, there

was an unequivocal link between spiritual practice and our economic wellbeing. We found ourselves
worshipping under crosses and venerating the image of a silky-haired white man whose sacred book had

all its revolutions ripped from the pages just as we had been ripped from our homeland.The silky-haired
white man’s image hung in our homes and enforced our families’ assimilation with a striking similarity to the
overseer who whipped our backs to ensure our profitability. James Baldwin also indicts Christianity in his
“Letter from a Region in My Mind” saying,

“In the realm of power, Christianity has operated with an unmitigated arrogance and cruelty—
necessarily, since a religion ordinarily imposes on those who have discovered the true faith the
spiritual duty of liberating the infidels. This particular true faith, moreover, is more deeply concerned
about the soul than it is about the body, to which fact the flesh (and the corpses) of countless infidels
bears witness. It goes without saying, then, that whoever questions the authority of the true faith also
contests the right of the nations that hold this faith to rule over him—contests, in short, their title

to his land. The spreading of the Gospel, regardless of the motives or the integrity or the heroism of
some of the missionaries, was an absolutely indispensable justification for the planting of the flag”

Black Americans, facing a reminiscent circumstance have pursued corrections to this spiritual abuse by
turning back to fetch the religious practices that empowered us prior to our bondage. Black Americans’
increasing departure from (or additions to) Christianity as the religious face of our oppression isn’t because
the religion is inherently oppressive but because our liberation depends upon reclaiming our indigenous
religious roots. These spiritual vestiges from when we last knew freedom are one of the many hopeful
threads we follow to learn how we might struggle to know freedom again. Likewise, the Jeremiah tradition’s
emphasis on Mosaic law as the liberating religious force for the Hebrew people who were covenanted by
its tablets to proclaim their emancipation from Egyptian captivity. Jeremiah would have viewed idol worship
as further estrangement from the faith that enabled their liberation.
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While leaving ample room to critique the prophet Jeremiah’s particular approach, liberating revolutions like
the Hatian Revolution, slave revolts in the Americas, and even the Black liberation (civil rights) movement of
the 1960s all were formed according to an understanding that deliverance from white oppression required

a spiritual recapitulation of Black ancestral practice. In other words, all of Black people’s most successful
movements acknowledged that the economic is spiritual and vice versa. In what ways does your faith
community enact an understanding of capital and economics as spiritual forces? Judging by economic ideology
alone, to whom is your congregation most faithful?

Interpersonal - There is a powerful unnamed character concealed in this passage and the most direct
reference to her lies beyond the confines of the selected verses. Before unpacking this overlooked verse, an
unsuspecting reader could be misled to believe that the Jeremiah tradition was equally concerned about any
and all idols, but one deity is given a special shoutout.

The sin of Judah is written with an iron pen; with a diamond point it is engraved on the tablet of their hearts, and on
the horns of their altars, while the children remember their altars and their sacred poles, beside every green tree and
on the high hills, on the mountains in the open country. (Jeremiah |7:1-3a)

The “sacred poles” referenced here are “...carved wood (Judg 6.25) or living trees (Deut 15.21) representing
the goddess Asherah.A Canaanite goddess, Asherah was the consort of El and perhaps of Baal at Ugarit, but
certainly of Baal in Israel...” Anthropologists and archeologists have also unearthed evidence that Asherah
was worshipped also as a wife of YHWH which is mythologically correspondent with her marriage to El,

the supreme god of the Canaanite pantheon. Scriptural and archeological evidence has found that women,
especially matriarchs, were Asherah’s predominant devotees. The middle of Jeremiah 44 addresses the
protofeminist Asherah worship at considerable length. Asherah’s devotees are even allotted a corporate
quote from the Jeremiah tradition.The women explain,

Indeed we will go on making offerings to the queen of heaven [Asherah] and pouring out libations to her; do you think
that we made cakes for her, marked with her image, and poured out libations to her without our husbands’ being
involved? (Jeremiah 44:19)

In this even more impassioned and terror-inducing rant from Jeremiah, Asherah’s devotees, not even limited
to the women, protest Jeremiah’s attempts at suppression with elegant defiance saying,

As for the word that you have spoken to us in the name of the LORD, we are not going to listen to you. Instead, we will
do everything that we have vowed, make offerings to the queen of heaven and pour out libations to her, just as we and
our ancestors, our kings and our officials, used to do in the towns of Judah and in the streets of Jerusalem.We used

to have plenty of food, and prospered, and saw no misfortune. But from the time we stopped making offerings to the
queen of heaven and pouring out libations to her, we have lacked everything and have perished by the sword and by
famine. (Jeremiah 44:16-18)

Jeremiah refutes or at least disregards the people’s belief that their faith practices aided in their liberation.
The tradition’s insistence upon their religious conformity was also a blatant dismissal of their material needs
and complex spiritual lineages that were not exclusively monotheistic.

Among those who don’t approach this prophetic tradition charitably is Angela Bauer-Levesque who is
appropriately skeptical of the prophet Jeremiah’s ideology as it is shaped by an agenda-driven institution.
“Alternative worship preactices existed then as now, and were also condemned as heresy by the ‘orthodox’
religious establshment as represented by the prophet, and consequently threatedned with judgement of
destruction of the entire creation (Jer. 7.20)” Bauer-Levesque then compares Jeremianic condemnations to
those of conservative evangelicals like Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell that charge feminism with an attempt
to make witches and baby-killers of women.
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| am a Black Christian born and raised in my home state of so-called Virginia, well within the Falwell-
Robertson sphere of religious influence. Although there are plenty encouraging signs that Virginia can win
the ideological battle against slaveholder Christianity, there are far less encouraging signs that Virginia will
come to embrace the spiritual multiplicity of figures like Virginia’s own Nat Turner or the Great Dismal
Swamp Maroons.The wary distance Christians maintain from those who transgress these religious borders
not only reinforces cultural hegemony but it also creates a painfully isolating spiritual experience for those
of mixed religious hertiages for whom Jesus alone may never be enough. If | practice Hoodoo or Bahd’i, if

| venerate my ancestors or Santa Muerte, or worship Yemaya or Pachamama, | must leave them all at the
door of the Christian church that has no place to receive them even if it claims they are welcome.“One
Lord, one faith, one baptism” can feel, to the multispiritual, like a supremacist and segregationist declaration.

The Jeremiah tradition could have earnestly viewed the Mosaic law as a lifeline back to liberation
amidst the cataclysm of exile. At the same time, Jeremiah represents a religious establishment

that conspires to prevent people from finding freedom via the folk religion where women are

the most visible practitioners. This spiritually skittish attitude among Christians especially in our
postmodern context assumes an obligation on the part of colonized peoples to commit their
faith solely to the tradition responsible for their disposession. How can your faith community
make more space for those at the intersections between faith traditions? Would your ministry feel
comfortable integrating the indigenous faith practices of those represented in your community?
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Words for inspiration:

Enjoy and reflect on the striking art of Harmonia Rosales, particularly “Still Ve Rise” featured on her Insta-
gram page (login required).
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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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