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What links the texts this week?

Our Lenten texts speak widely of our salvation or deliverance as a spatio-temporal and communal
imperative. The Divine is committed to preserving life, not only for certain sympathetic individuals but
for communities who make a culture of just living regardless of ethnic heritage. Forces that prey on
those who are famished and isolated like Jesus was in the wilderness are thus adversarial; their interest
in drawing the vulnerable to untimely death is opposite to the interests of our liberating Lifegiver.The

Biblical emphasis overwhelmingly heralds a salvation that improves the quality of this life for all who are
downtrodden.

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

Call to worship

People and animals forced-out of their homes and lands are mourning.
People and animals displaced by the grinding wheels of greed are looking for rest.

When will accountability come, oh God?

The power-hungry draw lines and borders to sure-up control.
Systems of dominance withhold basic rights.

When will reparations be made, oh God?

Come, let us worship the Holy, Champion of the oppressed,
We worship She who flares with rage when Her Beloveds are trampled underfoot.

Opening Prayer

Liberating God, we have inherited both woe and wisdom. Some of us inherit generational wealth that was
stolen or exploited. Many of us inherit generational trauma -- legacies of violence and grief passed along.
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They live in our bodies, still. We all inherit responsibility to each other and this planet we call home. May we
courageously honor the legacy of the prophet, Jesus, who upended systems of violence and restored spirits
to health. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

We remember these words from Acts: All the believers were one in heart and mind. No one claimed that any
of their possessions was their own, but they shared everything they had. In this spirit, let us be of one heart and
mind, sharing our resources, that we might honor the Divine in and among us.

Prayer of Dedication

Holy Wisdom, we have inherited narrow ideas of who owns what.VWe seek a more expansive curiosity,
contemplating how to live our life together so all might flourish.We ask about what must be restored,
repaired, and returned for justice to take root. Broaden our minds and kindle our hearts, so that we may be
brave enough to ponder questions beyond the bounds of consumerism and dominance. Bless our offerings
to this spacious way of being. Amen.

Benediction
Go forth sharing what you have
While preserving what is yours --

your wellbeing, your body, your Inner Truth.
For we are at once ourselves and part of the Beloved Whole,

We are signs and wonders,
We are milk and honey,
We are bound and we are unbound.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* If your denomination enjoys wealth relative to global poverty rates, has it built relationships in which
the institution can be held accountable to wealth redistribution? VWWhat would it take for you all to build
those relationships?

*  How can your community offer support and refuge to those forced into fugitive lifestyles today?

* Have you explored your ancestry with attention to the social and class positions of your predecessors?
How can you begin restorative work for your family line?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her).

Cosmic - To begin this Lenten season with the reading from Deuteronomy is to ground Lenten practice in
gratitude for what God has given us, or at least, that is how it first appears.

In this passage, the early Israelites are commanded to make an offering from the very best of the first harvest,
which they are to take to the temple and deliver to a priest, to whom they recite a short liturgy. This liturgy
recounts the history of the Israelite people from Jacob (the “wandering Aramean”) through the Egyptian
captivity, God’s deliverance out of Egypt, and God’s gift of the land to the Israelite people.The first fruits are
offered in gratitude for and recognition of this gift. This all seems great...

...Until we consider the perspective of the original inhabitants of the land that was allegedly promised to

the migrating Israelites. As Linda Noonan pointed out last week, Osage scholar Robert Allen Warrior, in his
iconic article, “Canaanites, Cowboys, and Indians,” reads “the Exodus stories with Canaanite eyes” and reminds
us that “Yahweh the deliverer became Yahweh the conqueror” as the escaped refugees from Egypt entered
the so-called Promised Land. From the perspective of the indigenous peoples of Turtle Island, now known as
the United States, this is hardly good news; this narrative has been used to justify and abet the genocide of
indigenous people and the theft of land, following the commandment, earlier in the book of Deuteronomy, to
“utterly destroy” at least seven peoples of the land, to “[m]ake no covenant with them and show them no
mercy” (Deuteronomy 7: |-2).

In his reworking of this earlier Deuteronomy passage in light of the indigenous genocide and ongoing
oppression backed by Christian appropriation of this narrative, Derrick Jensen riffs on its language:“When

the Lord your God—sometimes called God, sometimes Empire, sometimes Settler Society, sometimes
Civilization,...sometimes called soldiers, sometimes priests....sometimes called Progress....sometimes
Capitalism, always in truth being Conquest....” What does it mean to bring offerings to this God? Isn’t this
what we are already doing in the form of our under-compensated labor, our war taxes, our neglected or
distorted relationships to each other and Creation, and our tacit consent to a network of intersecting systems
that continue to dominate and subjugate humans and other life forms? Have we not already sacrificed enough
to that God?

Of course, the people for whom Deuteronomy was written were positioned very differently to power and
land than were European settlers (my ancestors) arriving on the shores of Turtle Island.When | was talking
this scripture through with my friend Carol Robison the other day, she offered that my quick jump to critique
Promised Land theology, as a white American citizen, comes from landed privilege, and that, of course, the
promise of land to Hebrew refugees (and to the landless peoples who have identified with them over the
centuries) would mean something quite different, and that the hope of such a gift may even have kept people
alive.

In preparing to preach or teach from this passage, ask: How are members of your community positioned
relative to the oppressed peoples with whom this story originated and for whom it has offered hope? What
message do your people need to hear? For some, the message may be that there is a God who loves them and
intends, still, that they have land (40 acres and a mule! Their own vine and fig tree!) and the ability and safety to
thrive upon it. It is biblically sound to demand that.
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For others, it may be the reminder that land and/or the wealth it generates is not something we “earn”
but an abundance that is provided for all those who need it, which means those must be redistributed
(reparations, anyone?). The lectionary passage ends with a call to enjoy the offerings as a gigantic feast with
Levites (landless people) and immigrants, and then, continuing beyond today’s reading, the chapter extends
this bounty to widows and orphans, those two biblical stand-ins for “everyone who is disenfranchised

by current systems.” When so much of what we perceive as “blessing” comes as the spoils of privilege,

we are called both to gratitude (because lack of gratitude helps no one) and to thorough and frequent
redistribution.

Structural - You may have heard that there is no actual archeological evidence for the Hebrew
enslavement in Egypt or the 40 years of wilderness wandering that supposedly brought them to the
“Promised Land.” Have you also heard that there is an entirely different theory of the origin of the people
who were known as Hebrews and then named themselves Israel? This alternative interpretation offers
some inspiration for everyone disenfranchised within and disenchanted by our current social and political
order, especially as that order faces more frequent and disruptive shocks as a result of climate crisis,
mounting economic inequality, and other pressures.

Some scholars who have studied the archeological evidence—most notably German scholar Martin
Noth—have argued that the Hebrew people were not one unified ethnic group at all but that instead, many
diverse groups of people entered and eventually settled in ancient Canaan and took on the name of Israel.
Others—first George Mendenhall and later, in more depth, Norman Gottwald—have cited evidence that
the ancient “Hebrew” people were mostly Canaanites themselves—specifically, members of the Canaanite
underclass who had been dispossessed of their land and even taken into slavery by Canaanite elites in

the large city states.The theory is that these people, fed up with their position in the Canaanite social
order, seized the late Bronze Age moment of dramatic instability and fled the cities located in the valleys
and plains.These peasants settled in the less hospitable mountain terrain where they tried to eke out a
subsistence life by farming and practicing mutual aid with one another. (In the US context, we might think of
maroon communities that formed in the swamplands and other places believed to be uninhabitable.)

The runaway members of the underclass may have been joined, eventually, by at least two other groups.
One group might have been a small number of refugees who had indeed escaped from slavery in Egypt and
been led by someone named Moses. This group brought with them a powerful story about a liberating God
who guided and protected them on their journey—a mythology and religion that would have provided a
compelling metaphor for the experience of Canaanite peasants who escaped oppression in the elite city
states. This religion and origin myth would eventually be adopted by all those who had escaped into the hills;
it would serve to unify them into one people.The second group were the “habiru,” or “outlaws”—bandits
and/or mercenaries who existed on the fringes of Canaanite society but eventually migrated to the hills to
join the autonomous communities there. The word habiru is a transliteration of the word that comes down
to us as “Hebrew” and gradually came to refer to the entire coalition of oppressed peoples who were
creating an alternative community in the hills. Eventually, this growing “outlaw” network would take for
themselves the name “Israel,” which means “God rules” (and, psst, the powerful elites do not).

Orrigin stories matter. They shape how we imagine ourselves and what we are about. How might this
alternative understanding of the origin of Israel as a fugitive coalition of the dispossessed point toward
creative new possibilities for working together now?

Such collaboration among disenfranchised groups is a direct challenge to domination systems that invariably
work through divide-and-conquer strategies. As economic, ecological, and social shocks ripple through the
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global order in coming years, we have the opportunity to flee together for the hills, to inhabit the abandoned
places in the social order and foment there a whole new way of living together.

Interpersonal - One way that folks have typically participated in Lent is to “give something up.”

This passage definitely asks readers to sacrifice something, but it situates that sacrifice within a larger
objective of both gratitude and restoration of right relationship. The offerings collected by the priest are
used to create a celebration that also includes landless people, immigrants, widows and orphans—all those
who would otherwise be denied the bounty of the land.This practice recognizes that when wealth is held
inequitably, relationships are broken.The yearly offerings are part of repairing those relationships.

How might members of your community imagine Lenten sacrifices that would similarly redistribute wealth
and restore relationship? For example, could people keep track of what they would have spent on chocolate
or meat or alcohol or whatever they have given up and then pool those savings to create a feast, either
literal or figurative (by, for example, donating the money to an organization that provides food to people
who are hungry)? One group of relatively privileged people in Oakland, years ago, undertook a challenge
based on John the Baptist's command:“If you have two coats, give one to someone who doesn’t have any.”
Participants attempted to give away or sell half of everything they owned, making sure the goods, or the
proceeds from them, went to those who did not have enough. (No one got anywhere near getting rid of half
of their possessions, but the process was very revealing!)

In 2020, a group of nine churches in Berkeley, California, joined together to raise $44,000 during Lent. Those
funds were used to cancel $4.4 million in medical debt in the Bay Area through_RIP Medical Debt.The
following Lent, one of those churches, Arlington Community Church, launched the Black Homeownership
Reparations Fund, and, along with six other churches, raised more than $100,000 to support Black people
seeking to buy homes (because the barriers to home ownership have most contributed to the racial wealth
gap). The work of that project continues now as the Black Wealth Builders Fund.

Maybe what your folks need is not to give something up at all, but to practice receiving.

In a United States context, focusing on reparations is a literal enactment of the liturgy in this week’s
lectionary. It makes concrete the connection between the actions of our ancestors and our present-day
spoils. It is fascinating to me that in the liturgy, the person bringing an offering takes on the experiences of
their ancestors as their own:“the Egyptians treated us harshly,” “we cried to the Lord,” “the Lord brought us
out,” and so on. Presumably, the speaker was not actually present for these events; they were not yet alive.

And yet it is as if it happened to them.
Who are your ancestors and the ancestors of your people! (These could be blood ancestors, ancestors by

adoption, or ancestors of your chosen family.) What happened to those ancestors, and what did they do?
How do these experiences shape your life today, and what is needed to restore right relationship? How could

Lent be an opportunity to address those impacts!?
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Words for inspiration:

Ask the financial decision-makers in your denomination how much the ministry has paid in reparations and
allow their responses to inspire you to action.
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

3 Incarcerated Women Die of COVID After Requesting Compassionate Release
Farmer anger will test Modi as India’s ‘grain bowl’ votes

Vanessa Nakate: African and EU leaders are already breaking COP26 promises
To Stop ‘Endless Cycle of Death,” Biden Urged to Push Emergency Patent Waiver
‘They’re fed up’ Workers in Puerto Rico take to the streets

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

partners]
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