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TEXTS

March 13, 2022

Genesis 15:1-12, 17-18

Psalm 27
Philippians 3:17-4:1
Luke 13:31-35

What links the texts this week?

We are sheltered by a God who keeps us.While we might fear enemies who threaten the discontinu-
ation of our cultures, heritages, and lives, Creator scoops us up into Her arms at our most vulnerable.
Rather than being regarded as an embarrassment, the most targeted people of God will be exalted in
divine glory.We can thus boast in God’s authority over evil forces who attempt to rule over our life and
death. Our Source thwarts these attempts in Her acts of liberating resistance.

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

Call to worship

The Beloved gathers us under Her wings,
longing to protect us from violence.
The Beloved stays up with us all night,

She holds us close when we are afraid.

Mothering God, victims of violence need protection!

Shield us from forces of domination.

Lead us into a life of mutual care.

Come, let us worship the Holy, our Guard and our Guide.

Opening Prayer

Compassionate Advocate, there are so many we long to protect -- victims of war, trans children, animals
seeking safety in climate collapse. We long for voting rights for Black people to be protected. We long for

workers to be protected from exploitation. We yearn for enterprises and organizations perpetuating abuse
to crumble. Teach us Your ways of resistance and liberation. Bless our righteous anger towards the work
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of your kin-dom. Amen.
Invitation to Offering

Through acts of service and gestures of generosity, the wringing of our hands can be alleviated. Because
when the question of what can be done? feels overwhelming, we are invited to something simple -- a
basket passed around, the sharing of what we have, the receiving of what we need. Let us bring forth our
offerings, a concrete act of care in a world often overwhelming.

Prayer of Dedication

Living Christ, bless our offerings to the protection of all who face oppression. For we desire not only lives
of safety for all, but lives of joy, intimacy, and creative expression. Accompany us in our getting-through,
our showing up, and our thriving. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth remembering:

Your righteous anger is blessed,

for it shows us what sacred boundaries have been crossed.
Your soulful weeping is blessed,

for it connects us with our broken and still-beating hearts.
Your wise actions are blessed

because they build the world of which we dream.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* United by a missional aspiration to be “Godly” and “Christlike”, how do we ensure that the resulting
praxis remains emancipatory, not in an intangible, otherworldly sense, but in a manner that can bring
relief for the battered bodies of this world?

* How proximate would you say your ministry is to vulnerable populations? How much direct interaction
do your faith leaders have with members of these communities?

* Does your faith community have a plan to aid activists and revolutionaries who may come under threat
of violence from adversaries? How can you help strengthen your corporate response to offer a less

fearful and more protective response to danger?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Casey Overton (she/they).

Cosmic - Is your God fearless? Conventional expressions of our faith tend to prefer a Christ (a God) who is
unafraid - an Almighty for whom this danger of death is defanged by resurrection power.The author of this text
even includes that Christ’s work would be done “on the third day” in hopes that we’ll associate divinity with
this supernatural power to defy death at will. But first, we should recall that our exchange is with the words

of an author who is more dutiful towards his theopolitical agenda than historical accuracy.We have no means
to prove the conjure by which historical Jesus may or may not have healed and exorcised.¥We have no means
to prove historical Jesus’ premonitions of his bodily resurrection.We don’t rely on proof.The Roman empire,
however, is among the spatially-bound historical realities of which we can and must be certain.There is no cross
without the empire. There is no Christ without the terror of the cross.

Jesus audaciously enters discourse with his own mortality wherein we are furnished with reminders that his
murderers are neither Pharisees nor a set of proverbial libra scales in need of balancing to satisfy a theological
conundrum. Jesus is threatened by a dominating structure that finds its fascistic mechanisms threatened by his
liberating praxis. It’s here that | find Jesus’ ministry congruent with the notion of emancipatory mystical space
in what Dr. Joy Bostic calls African American female mysticism.

“[Ecstatic] mystical experiences are constituent of an ongoing ‘divine dialogue’ in which black women are
affirmed and acknowledged as Subjects and agents of their own history. This affirmation takes place within
the boundaries and movements indicative of emancipatory mystical spaces - spaces of intersubjectivity,
liminality, and divine mediation.Within these mystical spaces African American women are transformed
and empowered to effect change in society. Thus, it is their mystical encounters and resultant sacred-social
connections that enable these women to navigate, resist, and transcend systemic and local oppression and
engage in countercultural action.”

Jesus’ activity was countercultural because death is the culture of Empire. Christ, as an arbiter of divine
authority, commands life into space-time. Emancipatory work like healings and exorcisms may not seem
relevant to Imperial authority on its surface. Meanwhile, a demon five chapters earlier naming itself after a
Roman army formation is no coincidence. In this same chapter, the Sabbath healing of the woman with a bent
back was justified to an inquisitive crowd by comparing Jesus’ labor to ensure her wellness with the labor
performed to water income-generating livestock. These and other miracles link Jesus’ healing work and divinity
itself to a proletarian campaign against an expansionist, accumulation-obsessed imperial paradigm.

Emancipatory mystical spaces also necessitated a sharing of space - proximity - to those in need of
emancipation. In his commitment to liberating ministry, Jesus remains with the people, prioritizing the
continuation of the salvific work over his personal security. God does not live in or near the seat of power and
empire. God lives amongst the needs and gripes of Her people. Jesus rejects the Pharisees’ sound advice to flee
not because he doesn’t experience fear, but because his love for the people is far stronger.

In more childlike recesses of my imagination still uncorrupted by the demands of our present empire, | can
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imagine this text as a folklore where Brer Fox is on the prowl to devour Mama Hen. Mama Hen’s little
chicks are scattered and weary, so she has been tirelessly seeking after them. Brer Bear warns Mama Hen
that Brer Fox is tracking her - she should make haste to her coop. Mama Hen continues scooping up her
brood in her long wings in open defiance of Brer Fox.“But aren’t you afraid?” Brer Bear asks.“Sure,” she
replied with sorrowful indignation, “but I'm a mother first.”

Structural - As we further examine Jesus’ “emancipatory mystical space”, that Dr. Bostic characterized by
“intersubjectivity, liminality, and divine mediation,” Jesus’ circumstance offers a unique articulation of the
“liminality” aspect that also allegorizes our pursuit of liberation. Robert L. Brawley names two dwellings
referenced in this passage. Jesus exclaims exasperated longings to gather the people like Mama Hen
sheltering her chicks in the first dwelling which Brawley calls God’s Commonwealth or, as we often say, the
kin-dom of God where all are protected and all needs are met.This “house” immediately contrasted against
a loaded quip about the Jerusalem “house” being left.

Many translations struggle to capture the gravitas of this statement.While the transliterated aphiemi does
translate to the verb for leaving, the inclusion of a house image nods to the idea of a desolate house from
Jeremiah 22:5-6.

“But if you will not heed these words, | swear by myself, says the LORD, that this house shall become
a desolation. For thus says the LORD concerning the house of the king of Judah:You are like Gilead to
me, like the summit of Lebanon; but | swear that | will make you a dessert, an uninhabitable city.”

When considered with this exilic word of judgment retroactively constructed against the palace that begins
to explain Jerusalem’s destruction,“The forsaken house’ refers to existing systems that are antithetical

to God’s Commonwealth,” Brawley explains. Christ has divested from these systems without arriving at
the Commonwealth that Jerusalem was expected to be for the people.The Israelites’ supposed promised
land was now the seat of the death-dealing Empire which opposed Christ’s life-mandating ministry. This
awareness would not have been distant from Jesus’ lament which, historical or not, challenges imperial
authority to adjudicate life and death. African American religious history scholar, Albert Raboteau remarks
that,

“...temporal rulers-from provincial governors in the late Roman empire, to medieval kings and
emperors, down to presidents of modern states - have had abundant opportunity to ponder the
disruptive implications of a religious conscience owing ultimate allegiance to a “higher authority” than
their own.”

In his allegiance to the Great Lifegiver, we find that Jesus’ lament begins in a refusal to recognize imperial
authority over life and death.The institutional representatives seem not to believe it within their power
to offer life against Empire’s authority. Marginalized people often can’t afford to await institutional or any
authoritative support for liberating efforts. Thus, their ministry is commonly relegated to a wilderness of
sorts outside of any power’s known or noticeable jurisdiction.

“By exploring a notion of mystical space in which we can interrogate the boundaries and the
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movements of institutional and extra-institutional authority that inform black women’s religiosity,
perhaps we can get at the ways in which these women construct countercultural identities that critique
dominating structures of authority and help to transform communities.”

So we’re presented with this exchange between Jesus and institutional intermediaries who were concerned
for his safety because of the radical work he’s doing beyond the institution. In this way, Dr. Bostic’s conception
of African American female mysticism mirrors Jesus’ own ministry and countercultural identity.

Black people of marginalized genders have had to learn this same balance between accepting needed
institutional recognition and support and transgressing norms which contradicted the best interests of
vulnerable parties within the tradition. Author, ELCA minister, and Baba Awo in the Ifa tradition (an African
traditional religion), Lenny Duncan was recently advised by their bishop to “provide a summary document
that states how your ministry as a Baba Awo in Ifa is compatible and in alignment with Christian faith and
doctrine.” Duncan’s cultivation of what Dr. Bostic might also call emancipatory mystical space is causing
tension whereby Duncan must carefully and boldly navigate the liminal space between God’s commonwealth
and Empire’s desolate forsaken house. In what ways might we design a more liberating ministry by, like Black
mystics, challenging confining authorities within and beyond our institutions?

Interpersonal - We like to think of our own religious institutions as somewhere between bastions of virtue
and morally neutral. While Christians frequently critique or villainize the Pharisees for acquaintance with the
empire, our Jewish siblings rightly denounce at our poorly disguised antisemitism especially when Christian
religious institutions uphold Imperial values with, | would argue, far greater efficacy than the first century
Temple.As we consider the intermediate status of the Pharisees in this narrative, we will not only hold the
complexity of Jesus’ relationship with the synagogues that enabled his ministry in great deal, but we’ll also
embrace this passage’s offering of categories for its characters beyond the hero/villain binary.

The Pharisees who approach Jesus with this warning clearly are not antagonistic, evidenced by the apparent
option to simply withhold this information and await Jesus’ capture. Instead, they go to Jesus with a potentially
lifesaving warning.While they ultimately want to have Jesus’ work continue (or at least his life preserved),
they don’t view the Missio Dei to cultivate emancipatory mystical space as worth the circumstantial dangers.
So begins this intriguing interplay between imperial forces, fear/intimidation, and our revolutionary minister.
Empires, whose core essence is violence, also weaponize fear of that violence as a means of control - to
maintain their authority.

When Duncan’s bishop forwarded concerns from some members that they may not be Christian enough,
underneath that lies a suggestion that white rejection of Duncan’s ministry in Ifa could jeopardize their
security within the ELCA. Duncan writes, “...while | haven’t been watching the play by play in the ELCA lately,
| suspect | want public eyes on my response before this vote in May on whether or not | can remain on the
roster [of ordained ministers] of the ELCA.” This valid concern for Duncan’s welfare underlies their Bishop’s
request to have them reason with a less centralized imperial authority still undecided as to how it may wield
its institutional power to either “allow” Duncan’s Ifa practice, restrict Duncan’s ministry, or reject Duncan
altogether.
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This, of course, is not a life-or-death scenario as was the case with Herod the Fox and Mama Hen Jesus, but
what Duncan perceives as a threat of being ousted from ELCA leadership communicates that whiteness’
own narrow sense of doctrinal “propriety” (white evangelical hegemony) will likely attempt to exercise
authority over Duncan’s well-being.Valuing sameness over missional unity, the inquisition carries no regard
for Duncan’s personal spiritual liberation or that of Black people for whom African traditional or diasporic
faiths serve an integral role in decolonizing their spirituality. In the way that this inquiry serves as a warning
in its own right, Duncan’s genuinely caring Bishop has no choice but to relay a message from white Christian
America that Duncan’s proximity to their dispossessed Black kinfolk has powerful adversaries on alert.

I’'m incredibly sympathetic to Pharisees and Bishops alike whose positions of influence place them in such

a compromising position. Failure to convey a warning might spell complicity to whatever violence the
dominating force hopes to leverage.To offer a sincere and concerned word of caution will assist the empire
in leveraging fear as an appendage of its violence.As | write this just after the ten-year anniversary of Trayvon
Martin’s murder, | also consider the good intent of usually less targeted populations who warn Black men

to comply, be polite, dress nicely, or speak softly all in hopes that this might shield them from a tragic fate
like Trayvon’s which, like Christ’s, was ratified under so depraved a regime. Even from a place of authentic
concern, the warnings in themselves are seldom if ever life-giving.

Revolutionary ministers who engage in trans/queer-affirming, abolitionist, anti-capitalist, anti-state,
decolonial, and extralegal ministry will encounter similarly concerned supporters who are right to fear the
repercussions of an imperial response whether excommunication, unemployment, lawsuit, arrest, or state-
sanctioned police/vigilante murder. Perhaps instead of conveying a hindering message of fear, we can take our
example from another Biblical designer of emancipatory mystical space, Rahab, who served as an accomplice
in resistance; a solution-oriented ally who wasn’t fearless but understood that the loving hope in liberation
will inspire counter-imperial action in spite of danger and fear. May we be determined to offer healing
movements more than fearful warnings. May our most justified fears be overshadowed by revolutionary love.

Words for inspiration:

When imperial authority attempts to restrict your liberating movements through intimidation or violence,
listen to ‘I Shall Not Be Moved” performed by the Arkansas First Jurisdiction Mass Choir

© 2022 enfleshed



https://youtu.be/tWFIzVta3EY

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

A Model City
‘Completely predictable’ the Portland shooting and fears of escalating extremism in America
Russia’s invasion should be a mirror for Israeli society

If the Government Wants Harm Reduction, It Must Resist the Backlash

France Withdraws From Mali, But Continues to Devastate Africa’s Sahel

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

Commentaries Author

Casey Overton (she/they) is a radical faith-rooted strategist and spiritual
activist who is deeply vested in the development of healing cultures.As an
Interfaith Coordinator in higher education, they love being immersed in
cooperative interfaith dialogue while creating restorative space for those
marginalized within their respective faith institutions. She’s also an ama-
teur poet, nap-taker, and time-bender. She hails from middle-class suburbs
in the stolen Appamattuck and Arrohatec lands outside of Richmond,VA
and now resides in unceeded Osage land outside of Pittsburgh, PA. Follow
her on Facebook and Twitter for more content and updates!

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.

Hikes with stream crossings, feminist romance novels, and porch-sits with

beloveds are a few of their favorite things. Find them at revmollybolton.
com and on insta @mijbolton.
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