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TEXTS

April 3, 2022

Isaiah 43:16-21
Psalm 126
Philippians 3:4b-14
John 12:1-8

What links the texts this week?

Water in the wilderness, rivers in the desert, prizes, and costly perfume - The Almighty Abundance
challenges the lowly to feel entitled to what our systems present as scarce.VVe are not to be fooled by
manufactured scarcity because the Spirit of God reveals to us the overflowing luxury of Their cre-
ation as well as the duty of those with access to extravagance to dump it upon those from whom life’s
sweetest fragrances are withheld.

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

Call to worship

God of enthusiastic and joyful consent

God of hugging, kissing, and cuddling

God of love-making, caressing, and dancing

God of distance when it means keeping each other safe
God of blessing, anointing, and pouring-over

God of sensuality, creativity, and fragrance

God of presence, silence, and simply being:

We praise you with our bodies,
We savor your Love with our Whole Selves.

Opening Prayer

As you feel comfortable, you are invited to notice a place in your body where you feel a sense of safety or
comfort. It could be anything from your big toe, to your elbow, to the breath moving out of your nose.You
are invited to linger for a few moments with this place that feels safe in your body.

Spirit of the Living God, breathe, move, and wait with us. Speak to us through our intuition and bless the
wisdom of our bodies. Amen.
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Invitation to Offering

There are ways to show up for one another that are beyond words -- through actions of solidarity, through
soulful presence, through meeting each other’s needs of rest and nourishment. Come, let us gather our
offers in the Spirit of Love that is beyond words.

Prayer of Dedication

Jesus, our teacher, you relished the extravagant blessing you received from your beloved, Mary.As we learn
from you how to act in solidarity, may we also learn from you how to be the recipient of blessings. In your
footsteps, we dedicate our offerings to relationships and to reciprocity. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth you vibrant being

of connection, intimacy, and belonging.

The lushness of the world awaits you.

The Spirit loves when we feel safety and pleasure
And delights as we co-create it for each other.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How often does your faith community discuss physical intimacy (not necessarily sexual but not limited
to platonic) from the pulpit in celebratory ways? What can your ministry do to combat anti-intimacy
expressions of Christianity?

*  What luxury does your faith community hold that could be better used by those taking up dangerous
liberation work? Does your ministry devote its most expensive purchases to those serving and healing
those most at risk in your community?

*  How much of your faith community’s giving is commanded by nonprofits (which in the US are over 80%
white-led?) How might your community react to a shift towards giving more directly to communities in
need?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her).

Cosmic - Hands stroking feet and head and hands. Skin on skin. Hair on skin.And all around—filling the whole
house, the scripture says—the smell of the most fragrant perfume.A “Sabbath of the skin,” Mary Gordon calls
this passage in her book Reading Jesus.

Here, John gives us God with nerve endings that tingle and sing. This is a God fully incarnate in a human body,
a God who craves touch and tenderness and pleasure. In anointing Jesus’ body—the body of God come in
human form—RMary anoints our bodies, as well. She honors the sacredness of every body—all of them, with
all their longings, ecstasies and agonies—and with her hands and hair pronounces them worthy of the kind of
anointing usually reserved for kings and other high-ranking leaders.

There are things that can’t be said with words, can only be communicated through the body.

In the story of Jesus’ terrifying march toward Jerusalem, where his way of tenderness will clash full-on, finally,
with the Roman empire’s way of terror, the deadly outcome surely certain to everyone gathered for dinner this
night in Bethany, John gives us this remarkable interlude of sensuality, affirmation, and affection. (If John is indeed

“the beloved disciple,” “the one whom Jesus loved,” we have to wonder if this recounting stands in for what he
longs to do for Jesus, or maybe did do, without the story having been passed down to us.)

Here, the disciples break for tenderness just as Jesus’ body will break for tenderness six days later.

In a commentary called “Loved Into Future,” Karoline Lewis speculates that receiving this tender care from
Mary is what enables Jesus to go through with the rest of what he must do.

Every single person we meet is going to have to go through something. Most of them have already been
through quite a lot. How can we bring to each encounter the kind of tenderness and care that will embolden
them to face what is coming with the sure knowledge that they are children of God?

Who are the people who have poured love into and onto you and the people in your community? How many
people have loved us in ways that make it possible for each of us to do what we have been born to do?

Can we allow ourselves to pause in that work and be nurtured like this? This is not always easy! In a recent
e-newsletter of the Witchy Healer Wisdom School, Larisa Noonan explains that our nervous systems are
accustomed to functioning within a certain window of tolerance, and if we are knocked out of that band,
even by too much goodness, our nervous systems contract, and we may push away or self-sabotage. (Is this
what happens to Judas?) The work, then, is to breathe, ground in our bodies, maybe imagine the company of
someone we trust (a living person, ancestor, or spiritual presence), and practice sitting with the discomfort of
receiving this goodness. If we can practice this over time, we can become better able to let tenderness in.

Receiving nurture is essential spiritual and political work. (This week might be a good week to take a look at
adrienne maree brown’s Pleasure Activism, if you haven’t already.) Jewish tradition teaches that it is not just okay,
but actually commanded, that, once every week, we pause our efforts to change the world and focus only on
enjoying the world as it already is. In Jewish tradition this includes encouragement to have sex on the sabbath.
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If your community participates in foot washing during Holy Week, this week provides an opportunity to
prepare people for the intimacy of that spiritual practice, perhaps after a couple years of having very little
skin-to-skin contact. In washing one another’s feet, we anoint each other to face whatever is coming as
sacred bearers of God.The intimacy is sometimes quite scary, for giver and receiver, and some, like Judas,
will scoff and turn away, but the power of such tenderness, undertaken mindfully, is undeniable. May all of us
have the gift of caring for someone in this way.

Structural - When Jesus said, “You will always have the poor with you,” he was not talking about
capitalism, which didn’t exist at the time and is only the latest in a long line of economic experiments
designed to maximize wealth among the powerful class designing them. But he was, no doubt, talking about
the exploitative economic system of his time, a system which mandated the existence of an underclass
whose labor could be exploited at low cost for the economic benefit of the wealthy. The existence of
poverty was not accidental; it was, and is, manufactured.

The same is true within capitalism today. There must always be a pool of unemployed labor—people
desperate enough to work for low wages—or forced to, as is the case in prisons—to ensure that wages
don’t cut too much into profits and shareholder returns. In the last several decades, NAFTA and other so-
called “free trade” agreements have assisted corporations in diversifying this pool of desperate people to
include more people from countries outside the United States, which has had the effect of increasing the
standard of living somewhat in this country. But it has not lessened poverty on the global scale. In fact, it has
most likely made it worse.

The poor will always be with us [globally].

When Jesus says this, he is expressing neither a laissez faire acceptance of this reality nor tired resignation,
but a call to deeper solidarity (not charity) in the work of ending economic disparities—the solidarity he is
modeling by his willingness to risk execution by the empire, the solidarity Mary witnesses and recognizes
and pours out her wealth to support and tend.

The economic reality to which Jesus is pointing will not be transformed by selling a jar of nard and giving
the money to the poor, as Judas (snidely?) suggests.As Lynice Pinkard writes in her article “Revolutionary
Suicide: Risking Everything to Transform Society and Live Fully”:

“Those of us who are concerned with justice on a global scale should clearly understand that an increase
in social programs—albeit necessary as ‘aspirin practices’ to remediate day-to-day suffering—will never
achieve the goals of social justice, no matter how well funded those programs are. Individuals can change
their position, and the quality of life for those at the bottom may be slightly improved, but justice will
remain elusive. Only a change in the economic structure will accomplish justice. For those of us concerned
with global justice, confronting global capitalism is central.”

That confrontation with the system is costly. Jesus knew and paid that cost.
Maybe what Jesus means when he says “You will always have the poor with you” is that life in God’s kin-
dom is a shared subsistence life of mutual aid in which we are all alternately pouring out what we have and

being poured out upon, anointed, for the dangerous transformative work to which we are called.

Commentators often speculate that Jesus was referring to Deuteronomy 15: | :““There will always be
poor people in the land. Therefore | command you to be openhanded.” Those of us who have extra nard
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lying around are being asked to pour it out to support those best positioned to challenge global capitalism.
That means we have the backs of the whistle blowers, the prophetic truth tellers, the striking workers, the
freedom fighters, the traitors, the political prisoners (arguably, all prisoners, since a chief function of prisons
is to control, contain, and exploit what Mark Lewis Taylor calls “surplus populations” necessary to wealth
accumulation), and the people whose very existence gives the lie to the white supremacist, heteropatriarchal
order.And it means that when we are in those positions, we allow ourselves to receive the anointing.

Is there nard that your community has been holding onto in order to anoint the dead? Or are you without
nard but in need of anointing for the work your folks are being called to? How can you partner with
surrounding communities to give and/or receive anointing in a network of mutual care and subversion of the
system? How can you give and/or receive that anointing with tenderness?

Interpersonal - Judas is alive and well and walking among us. Sometimes he/she/they show up in me.
Theirs is the voice that says, “Don’t give cash to that person panhandling on the street! How do you think
they are going to use it!? What a waste! Give to a nonprofit instead. That is far more pragmatic and efficient
and thrifty.” Underneath their rationalizing and their supposed tough love, they want more left over for
themselves. They are fearful that they won’t have enough or that what they have will be taken away from
them.

Mary, on the other hand, is overcome by love for the road-worn, exhausted human being in front of her
and can’t help but pull out the most expensive thing in the house—spikenard, a whole jar of it, worth the
equivalent of an entire year’s wages—and pour it all over him.

It’s wildly impractical, and yet she does it with so much love, tenderness, and gratitude.

Lisa “Tiny” Gray-Garcia, a “poverty scholar” whose teachings are based on her lived experience as an
unhoused and marginally housed child, youth, and adult, has often pointed out the inconsistency in how many
of us evaluate people’s use of resources. So many condemn the poor person for spending money on alcohol
or narcotics or food deemed less than healthy, which harm no one except possibly themselves, but no one

is scrutinizing what the rich are doing with their money behind the thick walls of their fancy houses on the
hill. Quite possibly they are investing it in things that decimate lives far beyond their own.Whose resources
actually merit micromanagement, if we are going to micromanage?

But if Mary is a guide, maybe micromanagement is not the answer at all. Maybe extravagance and abundance
and lavishness are called for, instead. If Jesus is referencing Deuteronomy 15:11, then openhandedness is what
is called for.

And of course, this message bumps up against the economic realities under which we are living. Even if we
want to believe in God’s abundance and give lavishly, openhandedly, the reality is that too much of God’s
abundance is walled off in gated communities.We do have to confront the system.

Meeting individuals with tenderness and gentleness and generosity is not sufficient to transform the system—
it is true—but neither is the nonprofit industrial complex that Judas seems to favor. The Revolution Will Not Be
Funded, a book compiled by INCITE:Women of Color Against Violence, details the many ways that 501(c)(3)
nonprofit organizations, with their ties to both the state and monied funders, blunt the transformative edge
of social change work.

Instead, we need resilient networks of mutual care like the one represented by Jesus’ relationships with Mary,
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Martha, Lazarus, and the others who accompanied and supported him on his journey and then continued it
beyond his death. Our work is to let money and resources flow like sweet water among us, giving, receiving,
trusting, releasing, and all the while challenging every way that the logic of capitalism threatens our lives
from without (through the continual expropriation of resources from the commons to private pockets)
and from within (through messaging that, for example, convinces us that our worth is equivalent to our
productivity and that rest is sinful).

Looking out at the world, it is easy to be overcome by all the need. Ukrainian refugees now on top of
Syrian refugees and all the refugees from all the wars and violence (much of it tied in one way or another
to US greed)—it’s overwhelming.

This week we ask:Who is right there at your dinner table (your communion table?) who
needs some tender care! And who is equipped and resourced to provide it (even if that
means they might be in need of care next week)? And what might we enable each other

to do if we can give and receive like that? What resistance might we mount, as cared-for,
nourished, secure humans? And what might we co-create as alternatives to all that we resist?
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Words for inspiration:

Allow this somber tune “Well Runs Dry” performed by the Souljazz Orchestra to inspire you to appreciate
those serving your community in tangible ways.
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Activists Say New ‘Compromise’ on |IP Waiver for Covid Vaccines Is Worse Than No Deal

CHRIS HEDGES: WAR PROFITEERS ARE FUELING THIS CRISIS

Howard University Faculty Plan Strike over Working Conditions, Low VVages
Canada’s First Nations Start Filing Claims for Historic Water Settlement

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

© 2022 enfleshed




