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TEXTS

April 24, 2022

Acts 5:27-32
Psalm 118:14-29
Psalm 150
Revelation 1:4-8
John 20:19-31

What links the texts this week?

How do we receive, with gratitude, this selection that begins and ends with the righteous portrayed

in such precarious circumstances? From the self-exonerated activists who violated their “parole” to
disciples hiding behind locked doors, we notice that earthly authorities show fear and contempt when
confronting the ministry of Christ.With this, we're provided a revelatory glimpse of a world governed
by our Great Mother of liberation who is sovereign even over kings of Earth.Thus, songs of praise
abound for Holy Abundance in whom we trust to reverse the condition of those suffering and targeted
by oppressing powers.

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

Call to worship

Peace be with you!

And also with you!

The Holy Spirit lives within you.

She also lives within you.

Let us gather in the presence of the Redeemer,
the Beloved who sets forth the path of Life.

Opening Prayer

God of our Weary Years, there is hell on Earth -- ecosystems collapsing, the nightmare of war, lawmakers
abusing people of oppressed genders.And somehow, paradoxically, the Kin-dom of Heaven is still being co-
created -- through deep roots of solidarity, communities meeting each other’s needs, and joyful expressions
of multifaceted identities. Embolden us to face the rising sun of hope every morning and bless the blooming
of your Kin-dom.
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Invitation to Offering

Theologian, Dr. Monica Coleman, says:“Salvation... [is] gritty, localized, and contextual. It is grounded in
concrete experiences of the world. It must always look, feel, and taste like something.” Come, let us bring
our offerings to God, that we might offer gritty and grounded salvation to one another.

Prayer of Dedication

Living Christ, we hear stories of you, on the other side of the grave, visiting your friends; letting one of
them, who could not believe your return, touch you.You show us the importance of intimate friendships.
May our offerings support the physical reality of our relationships with one another and the world, that we
might see the fruits of our collected resources, and believe in the God of New Life.

Benediction

May the creativity of the Spirit surprise you;
May the beloved community support you;

May the Lure of the Sacred beckon you towards
the beautiful, the good, and the life-giving.

Go forth, creating everyday salvation,

for you are an expression of the Living God.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How does your faith community usually characterize doubt and skepticism? Are they discussed as
negative traits? Do members of your community have a wide variety of thought partners with whom
they can field challenging or even provocative questions in good faith?

* How do you receive the notion that the Gospels or even all scriptures are driven by an agenda? How
does this challenge to the supposed historicity of scriptural details shift how we read them?

* Does your ministry’s processes for distributing mutual aid involve means-testing and trauma olympics?
How might those requesting assistance feel as they navigate this process? What changes can be made to
offer full dignity and agency over painful personal narratives?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Min. Candace Simpson (she/her).

Cosmic - Think of the people in your faith community.Who can you go to when you have a critical question
about the Bible or the church? Now, think about the people in your general community.Would you still go to
that same person when the sphere of possible thought partners is widened? Why or why not?

Though there is great wisdom in the community of faith, one thing that churches struggle with is questioning.
Anecdotally, one of the most consistent reasons why people do not attend church anymore is that they “had
questions the pastor couldn’t or wouldn’t answer.”

What is it about Christianity that makes questioning authority so taboo? If you open any children’s Bible,
Thomas gets called “Doubting Thomas.” He’s not “Curious Thomas,” “Scientific Experiment Thomas,”
“Spreadsheet and PieChart Thomas,” or even “Cautious Thomas.” Even more, it becomes clear that people
believe we cannot be curious and faithful at the same time. If you have questions, your faith will be challenged.
Your Belief (and thus, your relationship with God) will be judged.

From recommendations that we ought “honor our father and mother” to “slaves, obey your masters,” there
are multiple scriptures throughout the Bible that suggest that the most faithful thing to do is to accept what
authority tells us.VWhen we have questions about those instructions or we are curious about a story being
relayed to us (as in the case of Thomas) we can be labeled “heretics,” “faithless,” or other more hurtful words.

The text tells us that Thomas was “not with them when Jesus came.” He only hears the story about Jesus’
resurrection through others. It had also been about a week since he said,“unless | see the mark of the nails in
his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, | will not believe.”

I’ll believe it when pigs fly.

Jesus is compassionate, perhaps more than many other humans might be, and patient with Thomas. Jesus
entered the house although the doors were shut. Creepy! He greets the room. He then speaks directly to
Thomas saying, “put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not
doubt but believe.” Somehow Jesus knew that Thomas was the one who needed a little convincing.

The text does not offer stage direction.We do not know if Thomas actually touched Jesus’ wounds, or if he

was moved just by Jesus’ invitation alone. Immediately after Jesus invites Thomas to touch him,Thomas squeals
“My Lord and my God!”

Whether or not Thomas digs into Jesus’ flesh might be insignificant. What is most important is that Jesus
knows that Thomas is the one who needs proof. Even in his wonder, Jesus sits with Thomas. Not every disciple
has the same need.The people who saw Jesus in real life don’t need to be proven.

Perhaps, even, Thomas may be in shock.When people are in mourning,a common refrain is,“l can’t believe...”
or “this feels unreal.” Big losses have the capacity to disorient our sense of what is real and what might just be

our imaginations.

What would happen if there was room to ask questions of our traditions, text and doctrine? Currently, many
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denominations have conferences and committees where one might hear Robert’s Rules of Order ad
nauseam. This is not the place to ask questions.

Think back to the person you imagined.Who are the people in your life who hold space for you when you
have questions about life? What is it about them that makes them delightful thought partners? Challenge
yourself to have more creative conversations with the people in your life.

Structural - The eventual villainization of Thomas’ curiosity might be a main part of this passage, but there
is a critical passage at the end of this text.

“Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book. But these are
written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you
may have life in his name.”

This little clue might be easy to skip past, but it is one of the few times that the Bible breaks the fourth wall
to speak to the readers. In some ways, you could argue that this passage does what Jesus does— it sits with
the potential doubt of the reader and explains itself to the audience.

When we read this passage, we are invited to remember that the Bible is not an exhaustive and
comprehensive retelling of the events of this time.The Bible itself tells us that there are things that Jesus
does which do not make it to be “written in this book.” And even more, these stories are “written so that
you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have
life in his name.” Sneaky writers! You just told us you had an agenda!

For example, Howard Thurman wrote in his book Jesus and the Disinherited about an encounter he had with
his grandmother.

“When | was older and was half through college, | chanced to be spending a few days at home near the
end of summer vacation.With a feeling of great temerity | asked her one day why it was that she would
not let me read any of the Pauline letters.What she told me | shall never forget.“During the days

of slavery,” she said,“the master’s minister would occasionally hold services for the slaves. Old man
McGhee was so mean that he would not let a Negro minister preach to his slaves. Always the white
minister used as his text something from Paul. At least three or four times a year he used as a text:
‘Slaves, be obedient to them that are your masters ..., as unto Christ. Then he would go on to show
how it was God’s will that we were slaves and how, if we were good and happy slaves, God would bless
us. | promised my Maker that if | ever learned to read and if freedom ever came, | would not read that
part of the Bible.”

Thurman’s grandmother is not the only person who has made selections about what to read about the
Bible. Marginalized people have found ways to make the Bible work in their lives while holding it at a critical
distance. If you have been oppressed due to your race, class, gender, ability, documentation status, age or any
other societally imposed value, it is important to critically engage the texts that make their way to us.This
passage does something that the Bible very rarely does— it tells on itself. In other words, the Bible by the
time we receive it has been an edited project.

Of course, there are historic gatherings called “councils” that made decisions on what books get included

in which books.There are some decisions that have been made fairly recently! For example, the word
“homosexual” was first included in the 1946 Revised Standard Version. Rather than using a more dynamic
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word for the Greek words they reference, the committee decided to ignore the words “sexual pervert” and
instead use the word “homosexual.” Certianly, one could argue that what is meant by “sexual pervert” is

up for interpretation. However, mistransalting the word as “homosexual” helped to catalyze a queerphobic
agenda. Once people associated queerness with sinfulness, it becomes nearly impossible to retract. Though
cishetnormativity has been around for some time, the inclusion of the word “homosexual” helps people to
point their fingers at a scapegoat— “the queers are messing up what a family should be.”

So is the Bible a book of affirmation or a book of oppression? As the saying goes,“you read it, and it reads
you.” Even by its own admission, it has an agenda and a project. According to research compiled by the
Religious Institute,

“Faith communities can be places of refuge and support for young people. Clergy and youth leaders
who understand sexual orientation and gender identity issues can help ease the isolation of teenagers
struggling with questions of sexual identity, concerns about coming out, conflicts at home or at school.
Clergy and youth leaders can play a particularly valuable role in helping young people reconcile their
emerging sexual identity with their faith.”

This can look a number of ways. Faith leaders can encourage young people (and all people) to think critically
about their own set of beliefs. In the trusted settings like pastoral care sessions, peer groups or retreats,
leaders can model what healthy curiosity looks like. For example, if this passage admits that there are “other
signs” which are “not written in this book,” can we imagine a scene where Jesus encounters someone who
is genderqueer? Where would they meet? How might the crowds encounter this person? How might Jesus
encounter that person? What evidence, based on how Jesus treats other marginalized people in the text,

do we have about how this scene may go? Encouraging curiosity, and even creative license with the text, is a
form of respect for the literature.

Interpersonal - In Puerto Rico, when someone enters a room of elders, the custom is to say “bendicion,”
which is an invitation for a blessing. The elders will respond,“Dios te Bendiga,” meaning,“God bless you.”
Throughout the African Diaspora, it is customary to greet the elders of the space first. It should never be said
that you walked into the room and “did not speak.” Across the globe, some cultures enter homes by praying
a blessing over the door, others by taking shoes off as a sign of respect, others by bowing or curtsying at the
entrance. Every culture has its way of greeting each other.

For the last two years, these blessings and greetings may be accompanied by a squirt of sanitizer or a tour

to the bathroom where a special soap is awaiting weary travelers. Our rituals of visiting one another now
include an intentional reminder of each other’s safety.VWWe might ask about vaccination, testing, or have a stock
of masks for visitors to wear when staying in our space. In any case, visiting someone else’s home is a gift

and a treat.We visit knowing that other people have different rituals and expectations. No matter what your
ritual is, it is almost rarely culturally acceptable to walk into someone’s home without some sort of reverence
for their space.You will not be invited again.

In Revelation 3:20 the writer says, “listen! | am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice and open
the door, | will come in to you and eat with you, and you with me.”

Jesus doesn’t announce himself from the other side of the door. He announces himself from the inside.

As he enters the house, Jesus says “Peace be with you.” The text describes his entrance as coming through
“although the doors were shut.”
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In so many ways, Jesus both violates and adheres to the practice of entering someone else’s home with
respect.We do not know, physically, how he is able to enter the room through a shut door. But upon
arriving into the room, he tells all those gathered,“peace be with you.”

At least he has manners?

We can imagine that those in this room would be shocked. After all, simple pleasantries like “peace be with
you” are insignificant when you're just busting into people’s homes without actually opening the door.The
text later describes Thomas as excitedly responding to Jesus’ invitation. Jesus says to Thomas, “Have you
believed because you have seen me!? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet come to believe.”

It is true that Thomas needed more proof to believe that Jesus was really back. And, sometimes we expect
people to perform trauma and display wounds in order for us to be believed or to be given resources.

In an opinion piece for the New York Times, high school senior Elijah Megginson wrote about his college
application process. He struggled trying to find the right topic for his personal statement.Would he write
about having an absent father? Or mental health challenges? Or close encounters with physical violence? In
his own words, he wondered,

“Every time | wrote, and then discarded and then redrafted, | didn’t feel good. It felt as if | were trying
to gain pity. | knew what | went through was tough and to overcome those challenges was remarkable,
but was that all | had to offer?”

There is power in sharing our vulnerable moments with others. In fact, many mental health professionals
encourage people to seek all kinds of care, including group therapy. Processing our lives with peers can be
healing.

But when there is a power differential, like a college admissions board and a prospective student, or an
intern and a non-profit organization annual report committee, there can be pressure to perform trauma to
ensure that you are being believed. Or, consider the numbers of people who have started GoFundMe’s and
other crowdfunding measures who have felt like they needed to “prove” that they were in need.What a
world we have.We often feel like we cannot ask for help unless people see us as the most deserving.

It can be helpful to hear what people have been through. But we must also be mindful that digging into
people’s wounds so that we can have evidence that they are telling the truth can be its own traumatic
experience. Jesus invites us to see his wounds so that we might believe. But he also reminds us that
“blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.” For those of us who live thousands of
years after the Christ event, we have come to believe without digging our fingers into Christ’s flesh. Perhaps
this muscle memory might teach us to believe other people’s experiences without expecting a memoir at

Listen to the Negro National Hymn “Lift Every Voice” arranged and directed by Dr. Roland M. Carter

our doorstep as evidence.

Words for inspiration:
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Commentaries Author

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

WHY THE FAR RIGHT IS SO OBSESSED WITH GENDER POLITICS
Israeli Forces Kill Palestinian Blamed for Fatal Attack on Tel Aviv Bar
Puerto Rico Plunged into Darkness After Fire at Major Power Plant
Starbucks Fires Raleigh Worker Involved in Unionizing Efforts

Left to hold my grief alone.” Grieving platonic love in a culture of romantic domination.

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

Minister Candace Simpson (she/her/hers) is a sister, preacher, and educa-
tor. She is a graduate of Trinity College and Union Theological Seminary.
She is an associate minister at Concord Baptist Church of Christ in
Brooklyn, New York. Minister Simpson is especially drawn to Christian
education as a political education tool for Black liberation. It is Candace’s
philosophy that Heaven is a Revolution that can happen right here on
Earth. She is the lead writer and curriculum designer at Fish Sandwich
Heaven, an online resource for dreaming a freer world.”

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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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.
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