Liturgy that Matters

- March 27, 2022 -

spiritual nourishment for collective liberation (a




March 27, 2022 I
TEXTS
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Joshua 5:9-12

Psalm 32

2 Corinthians 5:16-21
Luke 15:1-3, 1 1b-32

What links the texts this week?

In these texts, we sit with the systemic sin of Egypt as well as the collective sins of a psalm-singing peo-
ple - psalms which can’t be fully separated from the individual sin of the power-drunk monarch who
may have penned them. In the wayward actions of a wealthy heir whose father’s grace protected him
from demise, we find that reconciliation back to God belongs to the repentant even if some are more
cushioned from the effects of their gluttonous behavior than other victims. Most of all, the oppressed
are nearest to God’s reconciliation as the Redeemer meets them in their despair to lay upon them a
comforting hand.

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

Call to worship

The Love that Never Ceases sings with us songs of Liberation.

Where righteousness flows, God is the current.

Where cries for justice ring out, God is the belltower.

Where healing blooms, God is the sunlight.

Come, let us worship God, our Encourager and our Advocate.

Opening Prayer

Unfailing Love, you do not desire us to punish ourselves over our wrongdoings.You desire for us to look
squarely at our harmful actions, to make amends, and to do better. Guilt can guide us to where relational

repairs need to be made, but shame -- a disconnection from our inherent belovedness -- is not what you
ask. Guide us in the art of repair and steady us with your compassion. Amen.
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Invitation to Offering

Audre Lorde, speaks of having to “consciously study how to be tender with each other until it becomes a
habit...”. Come, let us bring forth our offerings today, that we might practice being tender with each other
by meeting each other’s needs.

Prayer of Dedication

God of Justice and Mercy, support us as we practice how to be in community. Grant us courage to be
honest about the impact of our actions. May the difficulties of life open our hearts instead of closing them,
that we might be tenderhearted with one another.We dedicate our offerings to the needs of the collective

and to our continual learning of how to care.Amen.
Benediction

Go forth with curiosity and an open heart

about how your actions impact the community.
For your amend-making is blessed,

and where you have been harmed,

you are worthy of repairs being made towards you.

Go with God who goes with us.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How do you most often feel touched by God? How is this typically described from the pulpit? Are
there communities for whom this description might not be most useful? How can you diversify your
articulation of God’s touch to be most comforting for different experiences?

*  What does your denomination do about its own disparities in who benefits “hiding places” to be
shielded from the effects of their harm and accountability? How can you contribute to naming and
eliminating these disparities?

*  What forces in your life fail to acknowledge the limitations of your humanity? Where do you feel
coerced into operating beyond a sustainable level of functionality and how can you challenge those
forces for the sake of your dignity and well-being?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Min. Candace Simpson (she/her).

Cosmic - This passage makes us wonder, “what kind of Touch does God give to those who are in need of
forgiveness?”

The word “heavy” can mean so many things. Is this touch hard-heavy, or soft-heavy? Is it heavy as in “palpable
and knowable” or heavy as in “firm” or even “aggressive?” The writer takes the time to describe just how much
the weight of grief is bearing on his soul. According to Professor Kathryn M. Schifferdecker of Luther Seminary:

“Unrepentant, hidden sin causes grief, shame, and guilt. The sinner’s body ‘wastes away, and his strength is
‘dried up, like a potted plant left too long in the scorching summer sun.There is no life or vigor left in him,
and his secret sin eats away at him, mind, body, and spirit. God’s hand is ‘heavy’ upon him.”

While we can acknowledge that punitive measures are not a deterrent for harmful behavior, it’s important to
feel remorse.As Fez tells Lexi in HBO’s euphoria, “Sometimes, people need to get their feelings hurt.” Professor
Schifferdecker continues:

| recall a student of mine describing in class one day her relationship with her friends. She said, “Sometimes [ tell
friends something that | have done wrong, and they say, You are only human, or “You meant well; or “That is an
honest mistake,” or something like that. But what | really need them to say is, ‘Yeah, you screwed up.’A friend should
be honest and tell us what we really need to hear.”

“Feeling bad sometimes” is useful if it helps us become more empathetic and compassionate people.VVe ought
not swing the pendulum too far into the realm of self-flagellation.We need room to acknowledge that we've
messed up and have the grace to do better in the future.

But, then, what if the “heavy hand” is not brutal, but soft?

Throughout the course of the COVID 19 pandemic, hospital workers have had to improvise holistic healing
plans for their patients. Birthing parents could not have as many people in the room to support them, and small
babies in the NICU were increasingly vulnerable. But across the globe, nurses and doctors found ways to mimic
human touch.

For example, in Sao Carlos, Brazil, nurses filled latex gloves with warm water and tied them off like balloons.
They would then put the gloves on patients. Unconscious patients (adults and babies alike!) would be
comforted by the feeling of a hand on them. Of course, visitors and even parents were not allowed into the
hospital rooms. Including spiritual and emotional benefits, the filled gloves were proven to increase blood flow.

In different hospitals, these gloves were colloquially referred to as “hands of love” or “hands of God.” The
improved health outcomes for the patients affirmed that human touch is a need more than we are taught

to believe. Being “touch starved” has social and public health implications. For all babies and especially those
born prematurely, skin-tO-skin contact can help regulate their systems. Oxytocin is also known as the “cuddle
hormone,” which is released when we feel a positive and delightful touch on our skin. Consensual hugs,
snuggles, and even gentle arm-touches in the course of a conversation can help people feel connected to each
other and in their own bodies.
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At the time of this essay’s writing, many local governments have surrendered to “a new normal,” forgoing
many public health measures way too soon. So how does one manage to get a taste of the “cuddle
hormone” when we should be six feet apart? For so many, even if we have been vaccinated, boosted and
tested, spending time with other human beings can still be nerve-wracking.

For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer.

Perhaps all we can do these days is to surrender to how absurd this moment is. Maybe there is no easy
“get-normal-quick” scheme to transitioning to the outside world. It’s important to be in solidarity with
the people who have always had to work outside during this entire pandemic. It’s also important to
acknowledge how difficult and dizzying it may be to feel unready to come back out.

God promises that They will “instruct you and teach you the way you should go.” God promises to counsel
us with Their “eye upon” us. Let us open ourselves to hearing from Wisdom beyond our own. God is not
some distant observer who occasionally checks up on us. Instead, God is able to get close to us when
other humans cannot.

God shows us to be creative in our problem-solving. Like the nurses who found ways to mimic human
touch, God leaves a hand on us. Perhaps through an unexpected card in the mail, a subsidized date night for
new parents,a random call to consensually pray for someone, we can also feel closer to God, ourselves, and
each other.

Structural - Content Warning: The following essay includes mention of rape and sexual assault.

Biblical Scholar, seminary professor, and Episcopal priest Rev. Dr.Wil Gafney invites us to reflect on
the Psalms as an indictment of rape culture upheld by our very holy book. She notes that the Episcopal
Book of Common Prayer does not make any reference to Bathsheba. Doing so makes an abstraction out of
the sexual violence that Bathsheba and other people across history encounter. Dr. Gafney argues:

“We will in David’s voice confess to sinning against God alone, with no specificity (unlike our Jewish

kin who collective own a litany of transgressions on Yom Kippur). In the Litany of Penance that follows
we will confess our transgressions against others. But it is striking that we have so abstracted Psalm 51.
Now that we are really talking about sexual violence and harassment in and out of the church, #MeToo
and #ChurchToo, and calling once beloved figures to account for their sexual predations — Bill Cosby,
R. Kelly, Michael Jackson — and laicizing priests, bishops, and cardinals, perhaps we should stop allowing
David to get away with structuring his act of contrition around an abstract concept and tell him to
leave his gift on the altar and first make peace with his sister.”

Though she writes on Psalm 51 in this reflection, it is worth engaging for our passage in Psalm 32 because
the passage is still attributed to David.This Psalm is not in a vacuum. It compels us to ask,“when can we
be specific about the harms we have committed, and when should we be vague?”’ And yet, so much of what
David writes resonates with people who are not sexual predators.

Sadly, because we live in a homophobic, transphobic, racist, patriarchal, and ableist world that has at its core

a commitment to oppressing most people while elevating a select few, most people who have hurt others/
themselves/The Earth skip from the first verse to the last. That is to say, when you have money and can buy
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indulgences from the court of public opinion, you don’t have to worry about your sins being covered.You
don’t even have to acknowledge your sin.You can skip right to verse | |, where the psalmist says “Be glad in
the Lord and rejoice, O righteous, and shout for joy, all you upright in heart.”

Take for example the case of Felicity Huffman, who was sentenced to 2 weeks in prison for paying $15,000 to
have her child’s college application bumped to a more favorable light. She also paid $30,000 in fines and was
expected to do 250 hours of community service. Of her actions she said,

“There are no excuses or justifications for my actions. Period...l would like to apologize again to my
daughter, my husband, my family and the educational community for my actions...And | especially want
to apologize to the students who work hard every day to get into college, and to their parents who
make tremendous sacrifices supporting their children.”

This is to be contrasted with the story of Tanya McDowell, a Black mother in Bridgeport, Connecticut. She
was arrested and charged for sending her 5-year-old to a school in a more resourced district by falsifying
documents about her address. At the time, she was experiencing housing insecurity. McDowell asked,“Who
would have thought that wanting a good education for my son would put me in this predicament?” Ultimately,
the school district claimed that McDowell owed them money for “a stolen education.”

This makes us wonder, who gets the “hiding places?” Who among us is able to be “preserved from trouble?”
Jail does not rehabilitate either of these people or fix the issue at hand. In Huffman’s case, she did not lose
much as a wealthy woman.We have not heard much from or about her since. Many have forgotten that she
was convicted of a crime. But in McDowell’s case, she has been pushed even further into a cycle of poverty.
Her son has missed out on important time with his mom.At the root cause, unequal school districts and
resources are the issue. Jail time could not fix that issue, but it does help to legitimize the prison system. No
one wins but the State.

Interpersonal - Here we are, firmly in the season of Lent.This season calls us to be mindful about what it
means to be human.Weeks ago, many of us received ashes (or self-imposed eyeshadow or fingerpaint from
our own homes in accordance with COVID protocols) hearing the words “from dust you have come, to dust
you will return.”

We are officially two years into a very dusty season here in the United States. Nearly one million people have
been lost due to the COVID virus, which we can assume has been undercounted to pressure people into
believing we’re “back to normal.”

How do we make sense of living in a dying world? How do we manage the guilt we feel in taking delight in
simple pleasures (ice cream, a favorite tv show, a new hobby) when it feels like the world is going to hell (or is
hell) around us? This Psalm opens up deep theological arguments for us.

If God hides some of us, why not all of us?
If God preserves some from trouble, why not all of us?
And why is it that it always seems that the wrong people are “surrounded in love?”

These are eternal theological questions that deserve to be answered (or at least engaged because not every
question can be answered) with integrity.VWhen people ask,“Why am | suffering?” it is an inappropriate
pastoral response to say, “for your own good” or “to become closer to God.” Sometimes, the answer to
“Why am | suffering?” is “Because it is profitable to someone else that you are.”
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The difficulty of a passage like this one is that, if you're not careful, you can easily put yourself in the wrong
chair. It happens often that the wrong people want to be the victim for sympathy and the wrong people feel
empowered by God’s promises to deliver them.

The Psalm includes the word “selah” more than a few times. Selah is a musical notation that reminds the
speaker/singer to pause while instrumentation continues. In doing so, it chops up the text into shorter
passages. In this particular passage, the pauses invite the reader/hearer to reflect on the words of the text.

For day and night your hand was heavy upon me; my strength was dried up as the heat of the summer.
Pause.

You forgave my sin.

Pause.

You surround me with glad cries of deliverance.

Pause.

While selah is an unspoken stage direction, it can still give us insight as modern readers.There are words
that aren’t said that emerge through art. For example, in Erika Dickerson-Despenza’s Afro-surrealist play
cullud wattah, Dickerson-Despenza writes stage directions and director Candis C. Jones brings those words
to life. The play follows three generations of Black women in their everyday life during the ongoing water
crisis in Flint, Michigan. During the play, actors primp in the mirror, clean their hands with sanitizer, affix
wigs to their scalps, bathe using bottled water and notice their menstrual cycles have been impacted by the
poison in their bodies. These stage directions are not spoken; they're lived. They'’re felt. They’re experienced.
They open up the words that are actually written and spoken.They give texture and color to the words
that are said.

Our everyday lives are full of stage directions, begging us to pause and absorb the gravity of the spoken
words around us. How are we reacting to the news that breaks into our notifications bar on our phones?
When we feel that our bodies are “wasting away,” or we feel the “heavy hand” of God upon us, what are
the stage directions we follow?

Ideas like these require pause and reflection.While there was a good amount of wishful thinking that
suggested the pandemic would give us an opportunity to learn new languages, new instruments, pick up
books we’ve been meaning to read, and connect with family members in our homes, it was also true that
the pause was not the same for every household. Incidents of increased health emergencies (ranging from
disordered eating, to increased substance abuse, to insomnia, to depression) continue to impact people
globally. Some people have only made it through the pandemic with themselves.

Thus, the first four verses of the passage plant whiplash in the bodies of the reader.

Happy are those whose transgression is forgiven...
While | kept silence, my body wasted away...

When such (seemingly) opposite realities are named, it’s worthwhile to pause and allow the
instrumentation to carry what words cannot say. Rather than forcing ourselves to press through
insurmountable odds, what would happen if we surrendered to the limitations of our own humanity?
People have limits. Creating theologies and social norms where we are expected to push past those limits

for the sake of Excellence can be deadly.
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Words for inspiration:

“A Drunken Phone Call” by Nikki Giovanni
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Democrats Fail to Get D.C.’s Cannabis Legalization Approved by Congress
ECUADOR GIVES INDIGENOUS PEOPLE-AND NATURE—-A BIG WIN

Imperialism and the VWeaponization of Empathy

Delta pilots protest, saying record number of overtime hours is wearing them out

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