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TEXTS
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Acts 10:34-43
Isaiah 65:17-25 
Psalm 118:1-2, 14-24
1 Corinthians 15:19-26
Acts 10:34-43
John 20:1-18
Luke 24:1-12

What links the texts this week? 

The Resurrection reveals to us a steadfast Love that brings change and life anew. Our God of portals 
to new worlds, anointed curls, and healing for all the oppressed - Our God with whom we can 
organize a union against death because She is a destroyer of every ruler, authority, and power. Our wit-
ness isn’t that of the bystander but that of stand-ins, our testimony a divine reenactment. By drawing 
near to one another, we praise the Living One who draws near to us. 
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Beloveds, rejoice!
Systems of evil cannot overcome Hope;
forces of oppression cannot destroy Love.

Alleluja! The Holy is alive within us!
Praise the God of New Life even amidst grief,
Praise the God of Possibility even when all seems lost.

The stone of despair has been rolled away!
Christ is risen!
Christ is risen Indeed! 

Opening Prayer

Holy Spirit, you show us the meaning of hope -- that after tragedy, after death, there is more meaning to be 
lived. There is more beauty to witness, more intimacy to experience, more relationships to delight in, more 
liberation to embody. Embolden us to be a people who practice this hope. Amen.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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Invitation to Offering

Come, let us look for the living -- relationships and efforts that lead to the thriving of our spirits, our 
bodies, and our communities. Let us water seeds of solidarity, tend the soil of creativity, and relish the 
blooming of healing. As the body of the Risen Christ, we collect our offerings for the Love we want to grow. 

Prayer of Dedication 

Living God, the tomb is empty; Mary told us herself. Women and gender oppressed people guide us in the 
way of New Life. They rise, even in death’s wake. They keep telling their stories, persisting on sharing those 
that open and expand possibilities.. Bless our offerings, that we might partner with those who lead us to the 
Way of Life and cultivate heaven on Earth. Amen.

Benediction

As the Risen Christ called out, “Mary”
on the other side of death,
may you hear your own name
on the lips of the Beloved
calling you into hope,
even when your heart is shattered. 
Evil cannot keep us down.
Love rises. Love persists. Love always will.. 
Let us go forth in a collective hallelujah.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

• How does your faith community discuss and/or respond to historically hostile symbols like confederate
flags, monuments, thin blue line and gasden flags? What does this response say to the victims of the
groups who fly those flags?

• What synthetic versions of Jesus could The Christ be demanding you to release?

• How is your ministry supporting neighbors who might be affection-starved whether because of the
pandemic or unrelated circumstances? Are there ways you can help strengthen this support?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him). 

Cosmic - “Do not hold on to me,” Jesus famously says to Mary Magdalene in John’s resurrection story. The 
meaning of this phrase has been debated for centuries. Older English translations read “Don’t touch me,” 
but the Greek word haptou is more likely referring to an active touching. It becomes more perplexing when 
contrasted with the later passage where Jesus asks Thomas to touch his wounds. Some interpreters have 
assumed Jesus permits Thomas to touch him while prohibiting Mary’s touch because Thomas is favored in some 
way, but these interpreters have missed the distinct context and meaning of these two differing episodes. Both 
episodes are teaching moments, so what is Jesus trying to teach Mary Magdalene?

Beyond the narrative, Mary Magdalene serves as a symbolic stand in for the Christian community the Gospel 
of John is written for. Jesus instructs the readers, “do not hold on to me” as he instructs Mary Magdalene. Mary 
Magdalene weeps for the missing body of Jesus, and Jesus appears in her state of mourning. But this Jesus is not 
the same as before. After all, Mary mistakes him for the gardener.

The risen Christ is not the familiar friend that was lost at the crucifixion. As Marianne Meye Thompson clarifies 
in her commentary on John, “What happened to Jesus is not identical with what happened to Lazarus: Lazarus 
was raised to life again; Jesus was raised to life anew.”1

The resurrection is not a resuscitation of a dead body. It is the birth of a new kind of body. Jesus instructs Mary 
Magdalene to let go of the body she’s grasping to keep with her because that body is gone. The revelation of 
God in the flesh of Jesus has come to an end, but God becomes further enfleshed beyond Jesus’ body. The 
resurrection and ascension is an expansion of the incarnation.

Jesus says, “go to my brothers and say to them, ‘I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and 
your God.’” This phrase “my Father and your Father” is deliberate. This is the first time in John’s gospel that we 
see the phrase “your Father” after Jesus refers to God as “my Father” throughout the gospel. This is also the 
first instance in John’s gospel where Jesus refers to the disciples as brothers. Moving beyond John’s patriarchal 
language, this deliberate phrasing portrays a kinship shared by all of God’s children. God’s incarnation continues 
through all of us, as siblings of Jesus.

While the text seems to frame Jesus’ instruction to not hold onto him as if he is moving away from Mary as 
she moves toward him, what if we imagine Jesus and Mary moving toward each other in this episode? After 
all, Jesus waits for Peter and John to leave to appear to Mary. Jesus chooses her to be the first witness to the 
resurrection. And in this conversation between them, she also becomes the first witness to the meaning of the 
resurrection. The instruction “do not hold onto me” is a part of a positive reorientation that confirms where 
to find Christ after the resurrection.

Feminist theologian, Sandra Schneiders elaborates on this meaning by paraphrasing Jesus’ teaching to Mary 
Magdalene as “It is no longer in and through my physical or earthly historical individuality that you can continue 
to relate to me. After all, am I still unascended to my Father? Rather, go to the community, the new locus of my 
earthly presence.”2

1	 Marianne Meye Thompson, John: A Commentary (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2015), 411.
2	 Sandra M. Schneiders, “John 20:11-18” in “What is John?” Readers and Readings of the Fourth Gospel, ed. Fernando F. Segov-
ia (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996), 165.
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Fastening your grip on a familiar Jesus in front of you, and not letting go, will eventually make you out of 
touch with the presence of Christ alive anew in the community.

Structural - Theologians have popularized sexist interpretations of the instruction, “Do not hold onto 
me,” as a reprimand against Mary Magdalene. Harold Attridge surveys the Church Fathers’ interpretations 
in the Feminist Companion to John:

“For Ambrose, Mary could not touch Jesus because she did not recognize Jesus’ heavenly state. 
Jerome attributed Mary’s unworthiness to her lack of belief in the divinity of Jesus. Augustine followed 
suit. Chrysostom and Theodoret thought that the prohibition was designed to instill respect for the 
resurrected body.”3

Marcella Althaus-Reid criticizes this purity-obsessed vision of the resurrected Jesus as a “single frequency 
thought,” just like “Western Whiteness.” She argues that purity in Christianity is represented by 
“hegemony, singleness and obsessive cloning desires.4” This ultra-pure resurrected Jesus is all too familiar, 
and has historically been used to justify the dehumanization of those perceived as too impure to touch 
Jesus. This is a vision of Jesus who moves away from Mary as he says “don’t hold onto me,” instead of 
toward her.

Catherine Keller confirms that Mary got this message of letting go, but Christendom, on the other hand, 
has not. Keller says in her commentary on this verse:

Making Jesus the exceptional human finally made him prove the rule--the rule of the old and very 
versatile basileias of imperial power and greed. Of holding on. And with the accumulation of centuries 
and power, the holding pattern turns into a Christendom of control and commodification.5

This interpretation uses the resurrection of Jesus to justify hegemonic purity, and as we correct it, we may 
imagine the spirit of the resurrected Christ possessing the body of this ultra-pure Jesus, and offering a 
liberating reprimand to the Church, “Do not hold onto this counterfeit of me! Let go of your hegemonic 
purity codes.”

The Latin translation of “don’t hold onto me,” Noli Me Tangere (touch me not), has also been used 
interchangeably with the phrase “don’t tread on me” on the Gadsen flag. Some flag designs have even made 
direct parallels to the Scripture, such as the Alabama Secession Convention flag which depicts the famous 
Gadsen rattlesnake in a garden of red and white flowers, reminiscent of the red and white flowers in Fra 
Angelico’s fresco of Jesus and Mary in this passage. The flag includes three red flowers, alluding to the 
trinity and the blood of Christ, among white cotton bolls. The message of Noli Me Tangere on this flag was a 
message to the Northern states, “do not hold onto us,” as they sought secession so that they may continue 
practicing slavery.6

The phrase Noli Me Tangere still appears on some Gadsden flags, used by right-wing libertarians to represent 

3	 Harold W. Attridge, “‘Don’t Be Touching Me’” in A Feminist Companion to John: Volume II, ed. Amy-Jill Levine (London: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 2003), 143.
4	 Marcella Althaus-Reid, Indecent Theology (London: Routledge, 2000), 102-103.
5 Catherine Keller, “Letting Go and in Touch: Maria the Magdalene.” Noli Me Tangere (Touch Me Not). Indiana University, 
December 2021. https://touchmenot.indiana.edu/gallery/keller-essay.html.
6	 Laura Brodie, “Christ and the Confederates.” Noli Me Tangere (Touch Me Not). Indiana University, October 2021. 
https://touchmenot.indiana.edu/gallery/brodie-essay.html.

https://www.biblestudytools.com/lexicons/greek/nas/basileia.html
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Flag_of_Alabama_(1861,_reverse).svg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Angelico,_noli_me_tangere.jpg
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individual liberty. It’s quite ironic that the phrase has been coopted to represent individualism when Jesus 
used the phrase to encourage Mary to let go of his individuality for the sake of divine presence in the 
community.

This individualized interpretation uses the resurrection of Jesus to justify vulgar individualism, and we may 
imagine the spirit of the resurrected Christ possessing the body of this individualistic Jesus and declaring “Do 
not hold onto this mutation of me! Let go of your individualistic ideologies.”

Of course, many theologians have also used this resurrection story to argue for a strict interpretation of a 
literal resuscitation of Jesus’ body, using this interpretation as a litmus test for Christian orthodoxy, labeling 
every other interpretation as heretical. They treat their theology as a house of cards that would come 
tumbling down without a literal physical resuscitation of Jesus. An amusing tweet from a sincere conservative 
minister went viral recently saying that “the entirety of Christianity would collapse” if there was “definitive 
evidence establishing that Jesus did not rise from the dead,” and then adding that it would also result in him 
“going to the orgy” and doing whatever he feels like.

This literal interpretation uses the resurrection of Jesus to justify coercive apologetics, and again we may 
imagine the spirit of the resurrected Christ possessing the body of this resuscitated Jesus and declaring “Do 
not hold onto me. Let go of your resurrection theologies and see the resurrection all around you.”

Interpersonal - At the end of this liturgical season of Lent and at the beginning of this season of Easter, 
consider what you may be holding onto, and what you must let go of so that you may recognize the risen 
Christ anew. Feel it on your skin. Clench your muscles and let go. Open your grasp to what’s to come.

During the second year of this pandemic, we are very familiar with needing to avoid physical touch as Mary 
Magdalene does in this story. And it’s been heartbreaking for a lot of us over the last couple years.

Like Mary, we all have experienced an unfortunate interruption of the intimacy we desire with one another. 
And like Mary, we have been forced to seek new ways of remaining intimate with one another. But we’ve 
avoided touching one another when we need to because we move toward one another, not because we 
desire to move away from one another. Jesus has to tell Mary Magdalene to not hold on, because they are 
moving toward one another and desire to be even closer.

We seek new ways to maintain relationships because we desire to remain intimate in any way possible. We 
say “Do not touch. Do not hold on. But please, let’s seek another way, because I still desire your touch.” 
I imagine Jesus having similar feelings here. He wants Mary’s touch, but now she must seek another way, 
because the old way has been interrupted.

Many of us desire a post-pandemic world where we could return “back to normal,” but we’ve slowly learned 
that returning to how things used to be is impossible. We cannot hold on to what was. Reality of old is dead 
and gone. Jesus calls us to let go and go forth in search of something new.

Jesus’ instruction to not hold onto him is a call for creativity, to imagine new ways of engaging with Christ in 
Christ’s new spiritual form beyond the individual Jesus. We now seek to touch the risen Christ through each 
other, through nature, and through life itself. The incarnation continues to expand moment by moment. On 
Easter, we are all asked by the risen Christ “Who are you looking for?” and we’re instructed, “Do not hold on 
to me. Go to my siblings. Look for me there.”
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Words for inspiration: 

Read “Crossing” by Jericho Brown
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https://poets.org/poem/crossing
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

In a stunning victory, Amazon workers on Staten Island vote for a union

On Western Hypocrisy

U.S. AIRSTRIKE KILLED 11 LIBYAN CIVILIANS AND ALLIES, HUMAN RIGHTS GROUPS SAY

How Utah boarding schools stripped Native students of their culture

THE FOR-PROFIT COMPANIES CHARGING PRISONERS TO READ THEIR OWN MAIL

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

Commentaries Author 

Damon Garcia (he/him) is a writer, video essayist, and public theologian 
for a liberative Christianity. His work is inspired by liberation theology, 
decolonial theory, and anti-capitalist politics as he helps people unsettle 
and untangle the influence of Christian teachings developed to justify 
colonization. He is the author of The God Who Riots: Taking Back the 
Radical Jesus (Broadleaf Books, 2022). He lives in Santa Maria, California. 
Follow Damon’s work on Twitter @whoisdamon and at damongarcia.
com.

Liturgy Author

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 @mjbolton. 

https://www.npr.org/2022/04/01/1089318684/amazon-labor-union-staten-island-election-bessemer-alabama-warehouse-workers?utm_campaign=npr&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_term=nprnews
https://mondoweiss.net/2022/03/on-western-hypocrisy/
https://theintercept.com/2022/04/03/libya-airstrike-civilian-deaths-lawsuit/
http://local.sltrib.com/utah-boarding-schools/utah-boarding-schools.html
https://therealnews.com/the-for-profit-companies-charging-prisoners-to-read-their-own-mail
https://www.broadleafbooks.com/store/product/9781506480374/The-God-Who-Riots
https://www.broadleafbooks.com/store/product/9781506480374/The-God-Who-Riots
http://www.damongarcia.com/
http://www.damongarcia.com/
http://revmollybolton.com
http://revmollybolton.com
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Editor 
 
Casey Overton (she/they) is the editor of “Liturgy that Matters.”

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.


