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Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6,8-10
Psalm 19

| Corinthians 12:12-31a
Luke 4:14-21

What links the texts this week?

Lifted hands, bowed heads, hands, eyes, and ears all carrying out different functions, recovery of sight
to the blind - These scriptures can be grating at best for those of us with bodies that operate beyond
normative expectations.While it doesn’t leave these verses without problems, our chosen passages
also provide means for honoring body diversity. Like the heavens that tell of God’s glory and convey
knowledge with neither speech, words, or voice - like a holy sign language; or like Paul’s insistence that
members appearing weakest are actually most important and honorable, we are given textual motiva-
tion to exalt our bodies regardless of how or how much they “work.”

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

Call to worship

This body of Christ is a holy collection of lives and stories.
Braided into each other, the one is made of the many.

This body, God has woven together:

That we may find our hope in each other.
That we may hold grief in community.

That we may remember no life is disposable.

By the Spirit, we are made one body.
Joined together, let us seek the flourishing of all.

Opening prayer

Creator of all, though you have shaped us as an ecosystem, we are surrounded by illusions of individualism.
Resources are privatized. People suffer in isolation. Even joy is hoarded. May we be a community brave and
vulnerable enough to live otherwise.That we may become so much more together than we could ever be

alone.Amen.

Invitation to Offering
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To say that we are one body means this: everyone has a particular role to play, everyone is essential,
everyone is connected by the threads of life and love. May we repent from our actions that betray these
truths. And may we celebrate the grace that calls us back to right-relationship with the whole of things.
With thanks, let us bring our offerings to God.

Prayer of dedication

Spirit of Life, with awe and thanks we bring our gifts. Bless them to the trees that help us breathe. Bless
them to the land that holds us. Bless them to the wellbeing of creatures great and small. Make us good
siblings to all your beloved lifeforms that enable this body, our bodies, the earth’s body, every body to be
nourished and alive. Amen.

Benediction

Thanks be to God for every individual body

that makes this shared body so full of wonder.

In christ, it is declared:

Every body is a good body.

Every body is worthy of protection.

Every body holds divine wisdom.

In our shared and sacred power,

we are sent to go and make it so -

to build together communities of care and justice,
where every body is cherished and safe.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How has the present unveiling of intersecting crises shifted how you understand your ministry and the
ambitions you’ve associated with it? What unique and enjoyable feature does your work offer to the
body of Christ?

* Does your faith community commit to noticing and eliminating the use of ableist or disability-exclusive
language from the pulpit? Do you know what percentage of your congregation has disabilities that
impact their experience during services and other programs? Are all programs accessible to every
member of your community?

* During times of necessary absence, who is showing distanced care for the most “difficult” in your
community? In what ways can you show concern for those most likely to be avoided?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Min. Candace Simpson (she/her).

Cosmic - “I'm looking for a place for my gifts to be nurtured.”
“l want to serve.”
“I’'m hungry for a way to live out my purpose.”

These phrases, and others, are ways that many new church members introduce themselves to a church
community. Upon hearing this vulnerable reflection, the welcoming committee may be trained to offer

an orientation packet, sign them up for a New Member’s Orientation course, or invite them for (socially
distanced) coffee. But in many cases, sadly, this is where the curiosity about a new relationship begins and
ends. Perhaps a lag in communication makes it difficult for the member to reliably get connected to a class. Or
perhaps the stated mission in the church website is lived out differently in the life of the church. Perhaps there
is an existing dynamic that makes the new member uncomfortable, like a power grab for leadership positions
or biting sarcasm at meetings. Or even, people may be lured into actively homophobic, transphobic, racist,
misogynist, and ableist churches because the church Instagram was well-curated to appear “hip.”

In a now 10+ year old article at Christian Century, writer Amy Frykholm explores how church membership
has shifted in the US American mainline church. She argues that “a church shouldn’t measure the effectiveness
of its ministries solely by counting members.” In her interview with sociologist Wade Clark Roof, Frykholm
quotes them as saying, “Local congregations have to take into account the fact that they may only have a one-
time shot. Churches will need to put new emphasis on touching people’s lives instead of gaining new members.
These are two different enterprises.”

In other words, many churches have heard this challenge from Paul’s correspondence to the church at Corinth
and put the emphasis on the wrong point. Paul was asking us to consider that the body is of many members;
churches often want many members. Even with multiple conferences, books, workshops, even consulting firms
organized around the elusive idea of “church growth,” many mainline churches are struggling to retain, support,
and even attract members.

Paul is also the same person who writes the often-cited wedding scripture, “love is patient, love is kind.” Paul
would not have to write these words if there was not an existing dynamic of confusion around what love is
and does.And there are multiple kinds of love— romantic, familial, of self, of community, for friends, and more.
So how might we understand the love that we should have for our siblings-in-Christ?

Paul encourages us to think about the body of Christ as an actual body. It’s an analogy used to describe the
interconnectedness of the community of those who call themselves followers of The Way. It’s important

to remember that at this point in time, people who believe in Jesus’ values are persecuted and turned into
examples. Paul himself is imprisoned or under some sort of State surveillance as he writes other letters. In that
context, we might consider that Paul is a desperate writer. He is trying to show readers that we have to be
mindful of conflict and “have the same care for one another.”

Consider:A frustrated parent does not often yell “l know you two better be in there playing nice!” during
peaceful times. It is usually the sounds of grunts, clanging, and arguing afar that compels someone to remind
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their loved ones, “let’s treat each other right.”

In the last segment of this passage, Paul asks rhetorical questions that are designed to open up a process of
reflection.“Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do all possess gifts of
healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all interpret?” With the loving snark of a beloved teacher, Paul asks a
series of questions that all have the same obvious answer—“no.”

There may be pressures to live out your purpose in the ways you've seen others do.VWe may admire our
pastors, our teachers, our choir directors, but if pastoring, teaching, or choir directing is not our calling, we
are doing ourselves, our community and God a disservice. Rather than attempting to emptily imitate who
already exists, Paul beckons us to the “more excellent way.”

What is the thing we enjoy doing? The thing we'd do even if we weren’t being paid to do it? It might not
always be the thing you’re working on right now, in fact, it often isn’t! But it is still precious in the opinion
of the Lord! Throughout this passage, Paul emphasizes the diversity of humanity and the need for different
members to do different things.What good is the body of Christ if everyone is a preacher? Who will teach?
Who will organize clothing drives? Who will work on the website? What kind of church would we have if
the preacher was expected to do all of these things,and more, on their own?

Bodies get tired and burned out.What happens to the witness of the faith when each church is mimicking
the next? How does one discern the fine line between learning from comrades and copying!?

Structural - In a 2017 interview with Roland Martin, writer, actor and producer Issa Rae spoke to the
power of “networking across.” Having a successful run of her original series Insecure on HBO, she reflected
on how she took the series from a web series to a major network. She wanted to depict a specific
demographic of young Black people in her hometown of Los Angeles.

“We have a tendency to try to network up and it really is about networking across.Who’s next to you,
who’s struggling, who's just as hungry as you are and those are the people that you need to build with.
It’s not about finding Tyler Perry and saying ‘how can | work with you’ or calling Ava to say ‘how can |
be on?” It’s about calling your collegemate, your coworker and saying ‘you trying to do this? I'm trying
to do this project’ And literally every friend of mine has been in, in some way shape or form, because

| needed them and they’re not even part of the industry in many cases, just to help me make it work,
and | would do the same for them in a heartbeat. It’s just about passion and hunger.”

This formula worked. It became a successful series on network television. In some ways, it broke ground
while also following in the tradition of other television shows like Girlfriends, Living Single, or A Different
World. People began to see themselves in the characters. Particularly for Issa Rae’s target audience, Black
women, the show provided an opportunity to engage with themes of friendship, family obligations, romantic
opportunities, and work-life balance. In the documentary on the show itself, Issa Rae takes great effort

to tell the stories of regular people working on the show. From the drivers, to the chefs, to the personal
assistants, to writers and people in front of the screen, the project was so refreshing because it did not
rely on already famous people to promote itself. Part of the magic of Insecure has nothing to do with the
storyline, but instead, the story behind the scenes. Issa Rae cultivated a collective of professionals who now
amplify each others’ projects and interests.

A body.
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The Greek word for “body” is “soma,” found over 140 times in the New Testament. It seems to be a
favorite metaphor for family, community, church, or society. Jesus speaks about his body often, most notably
in his Last Supper discussion with his disciples. In | Corinthians | |, we hear of the institution of the Lord’s
Supper.

“For | received from the Lord what | also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus on the night when he
was betrayed took a loaf of bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, ‘This is my body
that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.””

Jesus himself talks about a body broken for his people. During the persecution and horrifying execution of
Jesus, his body is mangled. His body is pierced, dehydrated on a cross, ogled by onlookers. He is wounded
and attacked. Often, this story is hyper-spiritualized.We often say he was “wounded for our sins and bruised
for our iniquities.” But before the bruises have a purpose in the Christian myth, they are carried out on the
physical body of a Black Palestinian Jew who led a movement against the empire.

How we talk about his body matters.And how we talk about all bodies matters.The trouble in the rhetoric
of Paul’s metaphor is that it relies on normative functions of body parts. Paul says a foot should not wish to
be a hand, and an ear should not wish to be an eye. He argues that “if the whole body were an eye, where
would the hearing be? If the whole body were hearing, where would the sense of smell be?” Further he
posits,“God arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as he chose. If all were a single member,

LR

where would the body be?” Even more, the “eye cannot say to the hand ‘| have no need of you.

How does the person without hands or feet interpret this scripture? Someone sight or hearing impaired?
How does a person recovering from Covidl9 react to a casual mention of “sense of smell,” given that one
of the symptoms of this virus is a loss of these sensations? The challenge in Paul’s metaphor, as compelling as
it may be in describing group dynamics, is that when applied to human persons, it reifies ableist ideologies.
Ableism is defined by Talila Lewis as

“A system of assigning value to people’s bodies and minds based on societally constructed ideas of
normalcy, productivity, desirability, intelligence, excellence, and fitness. These constructed ideas are

deeply rooted in eugenics, anti-Blackness, misogyny, colonialism, imperialism, and capitalism.This systemic
oppression that leads to people and society determining people’s value based on their culture, age,
language, appearance, religion, birth or living place, ‘health/wellness, and/or their ability to satisfactorily re/
produce, ‘excel’ and ‘behave. You do not have to be disabled to experience ableism.”

In this context, we can think about the language we use to describe unfavorable situations. “Crippling.” “Fall
on deaf ears.” “Blind leading blind.” And of course, there are intelligence-based slurs like “d*mb,” *st*pid,”’

or “id*iot.” These words are designed to make examples out of people whose bodies and minds behave
differently from neurotypical, able-bodied persons.The sidewalks in most towns are not designed for the
safety of wheelchairs,and most pulpits do not have accessible entrances for them either. In our daily lives,
disabled people are reminded over and over that to be disabled is to be a “weaker” member of the body of
society and the church.

Somehow though, one might argue that Paul attempts to save this idea from itself. Towards the end of this
chapter, he reminds readers.

“On the contrary, the members of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and those members of
the body that we think less honorable we clothe with greater honor, and our less respectable members are
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treated with greater respect; whereas our more respectable members do not need this.”

It would be a foretaste of heaven, right here on Earth, if Christian people, churches, and organizations would
prioritize and “honor” those who are made vulnerable and marginalized due to societal ableism.

Interpersonal - In Disney’s recently released film Encanto, we follow the story of a young Colombian girl
named Mirabel who attempts to save her family’s legacy by asking taboo questions.The entire family has
supernatural powers. Someone has super-hearing, another can change the weather, and another can heal
people with food. But there’s one family member who has been isolated from the family because of his
prophetic powers.There is an entire song dedicated to the fact that the family chooses not to talk about
him or his prophecies. Throughout the movie, it becomes clear that without this particular family member,
the legacy of the family is in jeopardy.

This happens too often in family systems, churches, organizations and communities.VVe are likely to sweep
difficult people (or people we have labeled as difficult) into dusty closets and corners. Because certain

folks present a challenge to the family’s “peace,’ they are asked to excuse themselves from the community
activities.

We are nearly two years into a system-wide pandemic that forces us to routinely isolate ourselves from
our community. Ve have to make choices about the people we will see and visit based on their (and our)
risk factors. People in hospitals, prisons, and long-term care facilities cannot get visitors (or have limited
visiting hours) because there is additional risk of transmission. So we weigh one consequence against the
other— is seeing this person worth the risk of potential infection?

It forces us to wonder aloud, “how am | relearning to show care through absence?” Is it not strange, absurd
even, that the way we are showing deep care and concern for each other is through absence — Through
choosing not to attend the wedding, by canceling the coffee date, and asking to be on Zoom rather than in-
person? We are currently re-writing what it means to be in community with someone.

But this is not the first time that someone has felt that distance and time separates them from their
beloved.The writer of 2 John captures this sentiment eloquently in the twelfth verse of the book’s one
short chapter.

“Although | have much to write to you, | would rather not use paper and ink;instead | hope to come to
you and talk with you face to face, so that our joy may be complete.”

So many people are yearning for social connection and intimacy because, in so many ways, we are part

of larger networks of humans. Paul may call it a “body,” others may refer to it as a “machine,” others may
name it as “tree roots” or “ecosystem.” But in any way you imagine it, we are undergoing a grand collective
yearning for one another.We are hoping for our “Person,” in the language of Grey’s Anatomy. This is evidence
that none of us is designed to do life alone.

And while we can make choices about the kinds of familial, romantic, organizing, faith-based, or other bonds
that we will steward, nothing has ever been clearer:VWe do not live in a world without being tethered to
each other. Someone else in our ecosystem cleans our water, someone else drives produce to the market,
someone else teaches our children, someone else works at the power plant. Because we benefit from all

of these “someone else’s,” it's important to be invested in the physical, spiritual, and social well-being of
these people. It is impossible to live in a pandemic with the illusion of individualized “personal choice” and
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“personal risk.” Nothing we do has consequences for just us alone.
In a poem that she writes about Paul Robeson, Gwendolyn Brooks writes,

“we are each other’s
Business:

we are each other’s
magnitude and bond.”

Paul, the author of this text, imagines the family as something bigger than one crew or another. Paul thinks
of us as all baptized into one ecosystem,“Jews or Greeks, slaves or free— and we were all made to drink of
one Spirit.” As difficult as various ecosystems can be, we still have a responsibility to steward connections
via “respect” as Paul notes. Particularly because followers of The Way believe in counter-Empire ways,

it’s important for disagreements, imbalances of power, and harm to be managed in a way that preserves
humanity. Otherwise, the movement suffers.

Are there people in your life who you tend to avoid? Or people you are likely to call on to help you move
or to borrow money, but you are not likely to invite them to the Zoom birthday party? Are there people
who make you feel included when you are sick? Which people help you feel loved and remembered? It’s
important to steward our fragile networks even more these days. For better and for worse, we are all we

got.

Words for inspiration:

“I think my 4+ commorbidity having ass will be staying home from the polls in 22 and 24.1 think all disabled
people should. And before you come for me - if you think that’s enough people to make a difference but
that you should be “encouraged” that we're the ones at risk of dying [from COVID], then maybe reflect on
that”

- Imani Barbarin, disability justice prophet
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

The use and abuse of administrative detention by Israel

Omicron ‘tsunami’ as quarter of countries report record Covid infections
Outbreak reported at Rhode Island hospital after Covid-positive, asymptomatic staff asked to work
Letter of Declaration from Newly Formed Chicago Public Schools Radical Youth Alliance - (CHIRADS

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

Commentaries Author

Minister Candace Simpson (she/her/hers) is a sister, preacher, and
educator. She is a graduate of Trinity College and Union Theological
Seminary. She is an associate minister at Concord Baptist Church of
Christ in Brooklyn, New York. Minister Simpson is especially drawn to
Christian education as a political education tool for Black liberation. It
is Candace’s philosophy that Heaven is a Revolution that can happen
right here on Earth. She is the lead writer and curriculum designer at
Fish Sandwich Heaven, an online resource for dreaming a freer world.”

Rev. M Barclay (they/them) is the Director of enfleshed. M’s work —
past and present — is an ever-unfolding journey into the places where
delight, struggle, healing, spirituality, and collective transformation meet.
This has included hospital chaplaincy, working with youth, organizing
faith leaders for reproductive justice, over a decade of LGBTQIA
advocacy within and beyond the church, and writing and teaching in
community along the way.
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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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