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Acts 9:1-6, (7-20)
Psalm 30
Revelation 5:11-14
John 21:1-19

What links the texts this week? 

Imperial conventions relying on competition, victors and victims, are reversed. Our speakers are sitting 
in their loss - The devastating defeat that the empire has handed them - But they’re not measuring 
success according to imperial standards. Victory is not an absence of grief, devastation, tears, and lack. 
Rather, victory comes with the presence of a Revolutionary Creator who can compel state violence to 
lay its weapons down or, in this worst-case scenario, compel the weapons not to prosper. The speakers 
in these texts have not believed the propaganda-laced report of the throne. They look to the Almighty 
Mother who has lifted them because they are lowly. 
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

God of Unfolding
God of Becoming
God of Transforming

God of Revelation 
God of Revolution
Ancient God of Beginning Again:

We celebrate your Creative and Creating Love!
Lead us in Your ways of Expansive Life.

Opening Prayer

Holy Spirit, like Saul, we move in and out of various bodily abilities throughout our lives. We desire to build 
communities that support us in whatever changes we face, permanent or temporary, bodily or spiritually. 
School our hearts with your Wisdom, that we might co-create Ways of Life, accessible to all. May our 
structures and our hearts be free from ableism that all can thrive among us. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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We are fluid creatures, our capacities and understandings ebbing and flowing. As we occupy different 
roles through life, we are called different names such as: caregiver, partner, teacher, lover, godparent. Trans 
Beloveds teach us how to claim new names as we unfurl into our Truest Selves. In this Spirit, let us gather 
our offerings, that we might put resources towards our beautiful and fluid becoming. 

Prayer of Dedication 

Living Christ, bless our offerings to the Inherent Dignity of all your people. Forgive us when we act in 
ways that fail to honor the Sacred alive in ourselves, our neighbors, and cosmos. Turn our faces to your 
Boundless Love, as flowers to the sun. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth, in confidence
with your blessed body
and your blessed name,
for you are part of the blooming
of heaven on Earth.
Even amidst destruction,
Ways of Life are being cultivated 
within and around us.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 In what ways does your ministry disrupt state violence? How much are these approaches discussed in 
your community? Does your community honor the resistance of the marginalized even when it appears 
“destructive”?

•	 How does your denomination respond to conflicts of interest and closed circles? What checks and 
balances are built into your tradition’s polity to ensure real accountability and resistance to power 
disparities that can endanger minoritized folks in the faith? 

•	 Who are the vulnerable people in your community working towards the restoration of imperial 
enforcers (or even just the conservatives)? Are those restorers being supported? Is there a way 
someone who is less vulnerable can take on that work to ensure that the victims of imperial paradigms 
are not placed on the front lines of restoring those who are most likely to harm them? 
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her). 

Cosmic - “Why are you hurting me?” 

According to Pamela Eisenbaum, this is a more accurate translation of the words Paul hears, suddenly, out 
of nowhere, accompanied by a flash of incapacitating light, somewhere along the road from Jerusalem to 
Damascus.

We learn, along with Paul, that the speaker of these words is the crucified and risen Jesus, who is so identified 
with people who are under threat and facing oppression, so thoroughly in solidarity with them, that Jesus 
suffers what they suffer. Jesus is found in those who are disrupting a violent imperial status quo. 

God in this passage is the epitome of vulnerability.

“Why are you hurting me?”

In hurting oppressed people, Paul hurts Jesus. Hurts God.

Jesus’ words are such a poignant expression of vulnerability, and in this instance, this vulnerability transforms 
the situation. This auditory “vision” not only stops Paul in his tracks but reverses the trajectory of his life. Paul 
intended to make arrests, and instead, he is “arrested,” stopped. He had intended to lead Jesus-followers in 
chains back to Jerusalem. Instead, he is led by the hand to Damascus where he will join those followers.

Were Paul a white American socialized into masculinity, he might have accused God of violence in this 
interaction. He was thrown to the ground! Deprived of his sight! Made to depend on others for his 
conveyance! (God knows this is the most threatening thing for people who are indoctrinated into the 
mythology of individualism and self-reliance!)

But what really happened here?

Paul was confronted with the truth - specifically, the truth that whenever other beings are harmed, the sacred, 
God’s own self, is harmed. And this is no doubt painful to Paul. Paul was a faithful man who, no doubt, believed 
he was doing the right thing, serving the greater good, in rounding up blasphemers who threatened to bring 
down the wrath of Rome on all of Israel. As the high priest Caiaphas had said in the run-up to Jesus’ arrest, 
“Better that one man die for the people than that a whole nation perish [because Rome is provoked to 
violence].”  

It certainly must have hurt Paul to realize that he’s been on the wrong side of the God he worshiped and 
sought to serve. 

It is important to clarify that Paul was not wrong because he was Jewish. He remains Jewish throughout his life. 
Paul was not converted to a new religion on the road to Damascus. That “new religion” didn’t even exist at 
the time. Paul was made to understand the deeper meaning of his own faith, which meant he could no longer 
persecute vulnerable people.
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How many times have targeted people spoken up about the hurt they are experiencing, or taken steps to 
arrest it, and been accused of being “violent”? Pointing out violence is not violent. Asking perpetrators to 
reassess what they are doing, even forcing them to stop on their way to doing it, is not violent, no matter 
how painful the ensuing wrestling might be. It is not violent but holy. It is God’s work. And if or when it 
happens to us, it can utterly transform our lives and our relationships if we let it. In that moment, we are 
resurrected. Rather than serving death, we turn toward serving life.

When have you been confronted with harm that you have been doing? Have you ever thought you were 
doing the right thing only to learn later that your actions had actually been harmful? How were you brought 
to a deeper sense of what was right?

How can we know for sure that we are doing God’s work rather than hurting God and God’s beloved 
people, especially when religious authorities support what we are doing?

And how can we be emboldened to confront those who are harming us or others, knowing that Jesus is in 
solidarity with victims?

This passage insists that the sacred dwells not in ideology, not in preserving a false peace through violence, 
but in flesh, and that harming the vulnerable essence of anyone harms God. There might be moments when 
such harm is inevitable—for example, surgery to save a life, or using force to stop someone from hurting 
someone else—but this discernment must always involve careful listening for the voice of the divine.

Structural- “Why are you hurting me?”

I can’t read these words without thinking about the last words of Kenneth Chamberlain: “Officers, why do 
you have your guns out?” Chamberlain was fatally shot seconds later.

Trayvon Martin asked, “What are you following me for?”

Alan Blueford’s last words were, “I didn’t do anything.”

Michael Brown’s were, “I don’t have a gun. Stop shooting!”

Obviously, vulnerability does not always halt violence. Especially when it is officially sanctioned violence, 
backed up by the force of law.

Paul carries with him such official sanction as he heads toward Damascus “breathing out murderous 
threats.” He carries letters of dispensation from the high priest in Jerusalem, arbiter of Jewish law, granting 
him permission to do what he intends to do.

In his commentary on the Book of Acts, Willie James Jennings writes,

“No one is more dangerous than one with the power to take life and who already has his mind and 
sight set on those who are a threat to a safe future. Such a person is a closed circle relying on the 
inner coherence of their logic. Their authority confirms their argument and their argument justifies 
their actions and their actions reinforce the appropriateness of their authority. Violence, in order to be 
smooth, elegant, and seemingly natural, needs people who are closed circles.” (90-91)
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Police officers are closed circles in contemporary US society, sheriffs even more so since they have no 
oversight other than the voting public that has already granted them authority by voting them in. The violence 
they commit reinforces the appropriateness of their authority to commit it. 

People in a closed circle not only gravely endanger vulnerable people but themselves are sentenced to a life 
of serving violence and death.

Who or what has the power to break this cycle of self-justifying violence?

In the scripture, the voice of Jesus breaks in and reveals that the people being targeted are actually God. 
What would happen if the church—the body of Christ—were, with one voice (or even, let’s be honest, just a 
slightly louder and more unified voice) to insist that Jesus is found in the people most often targeted by state 
violence?

Has your community taken such a stand? What gets in the way of your doing so?

For some churches, the presence of law enforcement in congregations makes this process difficult. What are 
the hard and vulnerable conversations that need to happen with such church members? What are the risks of 
having those conversations.

In first-century Palestine, the temple elite collaborated with Rome in targeting followers of Jesus because 
they were afraid of alienating Rome. Sometimes our churches are likewise loath to take a stance that 
alienates them from city hall and, let’s be honest, city and county grantmaking that funds church programs. 
Religious support for policing reinforces the closed circle.

Breaking the closed circle involves risk. It involves vulnerability. Paul temporarily lost his sight after falling 
to the ground. This temporary blindness, far from reinforcing ableist assumptions about disability as tragedy, 
instead constituted a jailbreak for Paul, freeing him from the prison of his own state-sanctioned separation 
from God. Made vulnerable himself by the vulnerable Jesus, who was identified with vulnerable people, Paul 
was led, literally by the hand, into a new community where he was cared for, healed, and, we can imagine, 
taught what he needed to know in order to embark on his new role as evangelist of love. 

Some people I know who are working on police and prison abolition have begun to have quiet conversations 
about possible MDMA therapy for the treatment of moral injury in police officers, combined with reskilling 
and job-training for career changes. Could this be a role for faith communities?

Others understandably object to the use of scarce resources on the healing of people who have committed 
harm. Wouldn’t those resources be better used for the healing of those who have been directly targeted by 
the policing and prison systems?

There is no easy answer to that question. But the need remains: How do we break the closed circle that 
authorizes and reinforces violence against vulnerable people?

More on moral injury: https://moralinjuryproject.syr.edu
Community Safety for All Toolkit (political education for churches around alternatives to policing): https://surj.
org/our-work/surj-faith/cs4a/ 

Interpersonal- Speaking of targeted people, though, what about Ananias?
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He gets his own vision of Jesus, and his own very specific message (complete with street address) to go 
visit the guy who is notorious for wanting to arrest and/or execute people like himself, stoning-of-Stephen 
style. Quite understandably, he objects, asking, “um, do you know who this dude is?”

But, reminiscent of the call of Jonah, God is insistent: “Go!”

And so, God bless him, Ananias went. Who knows how different the history of discipleship might have been 
had it not been for rarely-remembered-Ananias and his courageous faithfulness?

Ananias heals Paul into right relationship with God’s world, giving him full awareness of what God is doing. 
It may seem fitting to say that, in his former life, “Paul had been blind and now he sees.”

“Blindness” is used frequently in the New Testament to call into question who can actually perceive what 
is happening and, in contrast, whose understanding is compromised by their embeddedness in a worldview 
that is counter to God’s view. Hesitation is important in using blindness as a metaphor, since figurative 
blindness, in a world designed for sighted people, has real impact on real blind people for whom the 
metaphor is rarely, if ever, helpful; at the same time, this scriptural use of the metaphor is consistent with a 
social view of disability which recognizes that social conditions, rather than individual body-minds, are what 
“disable” people with certain kinds of body-minds. In this case, the “social conditions” consist of a dominant 
worldview that identifies those in power as being good and righteous and those who are cast out as sinful 
and in need of correction or punishment.

As Ched Myers points out in Binding the Strong Man, the story of Jesus’ healing of a blind man  in Mark 8 is 
sandwiched between two stories of the disciples failing to perceive what Jesus is about because they are 
still caught up in this old way of understanding the world. Who is actually unaware in this story? Likewise, 
Paul is rendered unable to see in order to have his view of the world corrected. When his sight is restored, 
he views things entirely differently: Those who were his mortal enemies are now his healers and comrades.

And Ananias is the midwife of this new consciousness. Ananias’s willingness in this passage begs the 
question: Are we willing to recognize people anew—even those whom we have every reason to believe 
mean us harm?

How might our own designations of others be obscured by what we’ve heard or been led to believe about 
them or “people like them?” 

Can we allow for people to change? How do we know when that change is real and when it might put us in 
harms way—for example, when an abusive partner promises that this time it will be different when it isn’t? 
How does Ananias manage the risk?

The passage does not say that Ananias took anyone else with him, but we do know, from Paul’s obsession 
with Damascus, that there were other members of the Jesus community present there. Ananias was not 
alone. He was part of a supportive community that would have had his back as he went to Straight Street 
to see about Paul. How can your community be a safety net for those who feel called to (re)engage with 
perpetrators? How can you help them in that discernment process?
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Words for inspiration: 

Listen to John Gavin White share a poem from his collection “I, John de Conqueror: A New Spelling of My 
Name”
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Detroit illegally overtaxed homeowners $600M. They’re still waiting to be compensated.

TurboTax Maker Intuit Faces Tens of Millions in Fees in Legal Battle Over Consumer Fraud

The Hidden and Eternal Spirit of the Great Dismal Swamp

ON HOMELESSNESS, ERIC ADAMS HAS MADE SADISM NEW YORK’S OFFICIAL POLICY

GOP LAWS ‘WILL DEVASTATE ABORTION ACCESS ACROSS LARGE PARTS OF THE NATION’

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