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TEXTS

June 7,2020

Genesis |:1-2:4a and Psalm 8
2 Corinthians 13:11-13
Matthew 28:16-20

What links the texts this week?

On what is traditionally celebrated as Trinity Sunday, the lectionary texts are oriented around the
multifaceted nature of God's presence with us. From the creativity pulsing throughout the world around
us, to the love we experience through solidarity, to the enlivening and surprising activity of Spirit, we come

to know God. Not confined to a single pattern of behavior or manifestation of presence, Love's many
forms are beyond measure or definition.

ORDER OF WORSHIP

Call to worship

Praise the Divine whose splendor is woven into all the earth.
What wonders surround us! We linger in awe and appreciation.

The beauty of the earth is a balm to the senses.
Creation overflows with wisdom, ancient and new.
The world, wild with creative energy, is adaptive through challenges and change.

Precious is each creature! Every living thing, beloved and valued.

In holy defiance of all that spoils life through shame and destruction,
we remember and proclaim together the truth from which we come and by which we hope to live:

“God saw everything that was created and indeed, it was very good.”

Opening Prayer

Spirit of Life, you created us in your image. You made us to be healers, to be protectors, and to be in deep
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and abiding relationship with one another and all the earth. Help us to trust in the power of these Sacred gifts
within us. Enable our resistance to all that threatens life and make us co-creators of justice, joy, and care. Amen.

Invitation to offering

Beloveds, we remember that even in times of difficulty, we are held in the care of the earth. In gratitude for the
trees that help us breathe, the water that replenishes, the beauty that revives, and all the gifts of this enduring
creation, let us bring our offerings to God.

Prayer of dedication

Loving Creator, you mourn with us over all that is being destroyed. Each life is precious in your sight. Each
creature and creation, a Sacred testament to you. As we offer our thanks for what sustains us, we bring, too,
our grief, our tears, and our distress. As a practice of love, we pray, we weep, and we labor for change. Amen.

Benediction

Beloveds, created good...

Beloveds, created in the image of God..

Beloveds, created to cultivate life and tend it with care and appreciation...
Go, assured that a holy potential for returning to abundance is always near.
Even when it seems the farthest away, even when grief is the pathway,
God accompanies us together, in the work of love.

With peace, the Spirit sends us.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  What is one way that you naturally cultivate life in the world? How do your passions, gifts, and talents
contribute to the lives of others in ways that encourage beauty, rest, connection, healing, or another
element of abundant living?

*  What practices are you engaging to tend to your own grief right now?! What rituals can you create for
tending in community?

* How central is the image of the garden as paradise among us in your own understanding of Christianity?

Application

* Cosmic - Departing from many of his contemporaries, John Wesley's understanding of the imago dei - the
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image of God - had far more to do with relational capacities than anything else. The image of God functions like
an act of “spiritual respiration.” God constantly breathes into us and we are able to breathe the gifts of God back
into the world. Theodore Runyon explains,“To this we are called as the image of God, to take into ourselves
continuously that breath of life which comes from the Spirit of God, and continuously to breathe out this same
spirit in a life of service to God, our fellow human beings, and all creation.”

When we are all participating in this divine giving and receiving - systemically and personally - the ecological
system of collective life moves in harmony. The breath of God, the Spirit, enables our own ability to live in rhythm
with the life around us.We can opt-in, or we can opt-out of such synergy, but our choices - in big and small ways
inevitably affect the entirety of the garden. Like the spiders and the birds, the rain, and the rising and setting of
the sun, our presence and our patterns shape the reality of the whole.

This image of life as a garden, one wherein we can envision the potential for an ethical kind of shared life - where
hoarding is not necessary, there are no hierarchies of value or objectification of land - was once central to
Christianity. A focal point. A glimpse of God's dreams for us. A way to measure our individual and collective ethics.
Is life flourishing in the garden? Where is it being compromised? What elements are lacking and where is there
too much? A moving, ever-adapting, beauty-centric image of what could be.

As Rita Nakashima and Rebecca Parker note in their extensive research of Christian history,“It took Jesus a
thousand years to die. Images of his corpse did not appear in churches until the tenth century.’ Images of the
garden, however, were quite prevalent. Not as a hope reserved for the afterlife or in an other-worldly heaven, not
merely as a symbol for the past, but as an image of what's possible among us in the here and now.The garden as
a symbol for paradise did not pretend away the realities of conflict or loss or injustice, but instead pointed to the
potential for community, care, healing, and balm in the midst of life’s challenges. God, among us, with us, through
us, around us - whatever else may be.

Brock and Parker go on,“We can come to the know the world as paradise when our hearts and souls are reborn
through the arduous and tender task of living rightly with one another and the earth. Generosity, nonviolence, and
care for one another are the pathways into transformed awareness. Knowing that paradise is here and now is a
gift that comes to those who practice the ethics of paradise...lt begins with love.”

What happens when we remember our home - as humans and also as Christians - as a garden, a paradise to
which we are always trying to return? What changes when our understanding of the imago dei is inherently
relational - the whole point of it being playing our part for the sake of the whole? What, in this era where so
many images of domination make up even our visions for the future, might the return of centering the garden
offer to us as individuals, a worshiping community, and as a planet! How differently might the world look today if
every crucifix had remained a symbol of the garden to which our souls long to return?

“In the beginning,” said Hildegard of Bingen, “all creatures were green and vital. They flourished amidst flowers.”

* Structural - Delighting in each and every element, God called the earth good. The water, the light, the land, the
creatures, the plants, and humans, too. All good. But as Sallie McFague notes, somehow, the goodness of all these
different elements of life and their interactions together has been long overshadowed by another verse, another
focus, another way of being in the world.

McFague writes, “Seven times it is repeated like a teacher drumming into a lazy student's head a bit of basic
learning. We have not heard, ‘It is very good.What we have heard are two other motifs concerning nature
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that are also in Gen |: domination and stewardship.We have heard, fill the earth and subdue it; and have
dominion..." which is not mentioned seven times but only once..."”

By now, most do not need convincing of Christianity’s ugly history with and influence in a relationship of
dominance between humanity and the earth. Christianity’s long entanglement with white supremacy and
patriarchy has meant that texts such as Genesis | have been used more often as justifications for misuse and
abuse of the earth than of invitations toward harmonious living among all creatures and creations. (As many
have noted, it's no coincidence that women and people of color have been associated historically with more
“earthly” things like animality, emotions, wildness, instincts, desire, and bodies in general, while white men have
been historically associated with things that transcend material life - rationality, control and order, overcoming
bodily impulses, etc. This has helped to ensure the hierarchy of dominance, with help of Genesis |.)

But it's not too late for us, for this text, or our future together With fresh ears, we can hear anew the ancient
wisdom that came before many Christian traditions narrowed-in on domination.

McFague goes on regarding Genesis |, Three attitudes toward nature - appreciation, stewardship, and
domination - are graded, with appreciation (“it is good") being the primary one. It is repeated over and over,
literally pounded into our heads. Stewardship is also important in the text: it is the necessary daily practice so
that the basics of life, such as food, can be shared by all. But domination, which has been the primary attitude
of the West toward nature, takes up less than one verse of the thirty-one verses in the chapter....We simply
didn't get the point. The message of Genesis is not domination but appreciation.VWe who the text says are
made in God'’s image ought to reflect God'’s attitude toward nature: appreciation.”

While many philosophies have taught us to understand humanity as the holder of the highest knowledge,
many indigenous traditions have long practiced a different kind of relating - one wherein humanity has a great
deal to learn from other life forms. As Robin Wall Kimmerer notes, most of which have been living, adapting,
surviving, and relating far longer than humans and with significantly less negative consequences for the whole.

In a recent interview, Kimmerer spoke of the need for a massive shift among those of us who are estranged
from right-relationship with other life. She calls for our returning to recognizing the kinship between humans
and plants and water and other creatures - recognizing other life not as a resource for human consumption
but as “an elder relative” from whom we must learn, listen to, and meaningfully relate with.

Not only would this approach be a more faithful living of the call to appreciation that we hear in Genesis |,
but it may also be vital for our survival as a species. Like in nearly every case wherein values and practices of
dominance have led us somewhere destructive, somewhere deadly, somewhere we want to leave, the answer
is nearly always found among the ones who have been on the receiving end of the dominant behaviors and
beliefs.

What would it look like to use this time in quarantine to relate intentionally to another form of life as
something other than a human benefit? How might tending a relationship with a plant, with water, or a
neighborhood squirrel from the lens of appreciation, humility, and kinship be an important practice for the
slow work of changing our entire worldview? What if we choose to “ask the trees what they think this virus is
about,” as adrienne marree brown suggests?! For too long, many Christians have only been encouraged from
pastors and through theology to understand humanity as above other forms of life in value and in ability. VWhat
systems benefit from this approach? Who makes money from our disconnection to earth? What might healing
look like?
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* Personal/Interpersonal - For what purpose were we created according to our faith tradition? God, the
creative creator whose spirit permeates all that is, births the cosmos into being and calls it good. In verse

1122, all the life forms of the earth are encouraged to “be fruitful and multiply.” Before humans, the rest of the
world was invited into the work of the Spirit, moving life along in new, abundant, and multifaceted ways. When
the water and the land and the creatures are all set into motion, God created humans to join in this creative
work - as partners, co-creators, makers and tenders of life along with God and the other life forms. In addition,
humanity is called to a position of responsibility towards tending the whole of things. Gardeners among the
garden, in likeness with the architect of life, we are given a precious task. One that requires sensitivity and
strength, labor and desire, an appreciation for beauty, small things, ugly things, and slow things, and a commitment
to collective well-being.

What does it mean to understand ourselves, our purpose, as cultivators of life in this era of so much death? The
death that is terribly present in our day-to-day news and realities but also, the death that threatens our futures
without proper tending to this garden called earth in peril?

One way we are all called to participate is through the fundamental practice of care for life endangered and
grief over life destroyed. Our distance from each other and the normalization of mass death all threaten our
ability to maintain fundamental connections of care at the most basic interpersonal level without our even
noticing the changes taking place.

For this reason, Kelly Hayes calls for a “riot of mourning.”

“We need to rebel against the nature of our current situation which is a situation that puts us in our own
homes, living out our own little dramas in this disconnected way, waging our own battles without the strength
of our community at our backs.We need a riot of empathy.We need collective grief as a rebellion against the
normalization of mass death because what we are fighting for is our value and our collective understanding
of that value.We are talking about a battle over what death means and it is being waged right now..So let's
remember who we are and who we want to be, as well as who we want to be to each other”

If we allow our hearts to close off, shut down, or turn hard in regards to suffering, we are in trouble. We betray
ourselves, our created purpose, the collective whole, and the ones most vulnerable. It is in the nature of our
souls to be concerned with life and with each other - bone of each other's bone, flesh of each other's flesh.
When many are feeling entirely overwhelmed by the call of grief in this time, we remember the importance

of community. No one can hold this much grief alone - and when we try, we can fall into despair; shut down in
self-protection, or simply struggle to connect with joy in the midst. Grief work is collective work. And our call as
cultivator's of life is to keep inviting each other into empathetic connection at the interpersonal level.

As Judith Butler says,"All these lost lives are grievable, which means that they are lives worthy of
acknowledgment, equal in value to every other life, a value that cannot be calculated.” Refusing to become
numb to mass death, we fight for life. Committing to valuing every single person, even when we do not know
how to get from where we are to the world we want, we honor the image of God in us. Choosing to pause,
to make space, to tend intentionally our own souls’ inevitable wounding from all this violence - tending through
prayer, weeping, silence, or a walk, we maintain our spiritual connection to life within and beyond ourselves. And
refusing to depoliticize our mourning, we ground ourselves in love's demand to seek not only the wellbeing of
our close friends and family, but of all God's creatures and creations.

There are many ways to tend life even when death surrounds.This is a basic claim of our faith and a truth
that lives in our bones. Grief and mourning are a necessary element of this tending. We cannot be lovers and
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cultivators of abundant life while being apathetic to all that threatens it. Together, we can create rituals, practice
art, host conversations, and simply speak the truths that uncover the hidden pain around us.The Spirit of
Life lives in us, enabling our creative, resilient, and collective gifts for planting life and plucking up that which

destroys it.

Words for inspiration:

Listen to the sound of whales singing:
https://youtu.be/WabT [ L-nN-E

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

|5 queer art shows you can virtually tour now

It's important you know | grew up in the 'hood,

Michigan Flooding Is One of Many Pandemic VWeather Disasters

Loving Stacey Park Milbern: A Remembrance

| /-Year-Old Turned Down $8 Million to Keep His Viral Coronavirus Tracker Ad-Free
Scientists Discover 400-Year-Old Greenland Shark Likely Born Around 1620

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