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TEXTS

May 17,2020

Acts 17:22-31
Psalm 66:8-20
| Peter 3:13-22
John 14:15-21

What links the texts this week?
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“Come and hear" the psalmist says, “and | will tell what God has done for me.” Throughout this week’s

texts, we hear about the significance of testimony, the call to courageous sharing from authentic

experience, and the help of the Advocate who accompanies us in telling the truths of God. These truths

can comfort, can heal, can invite - and they can also get us into trouble. Truths that unsettle power or call

the ordinary, the strange, and the oppressed to courage are often shut down or thwarted. But, we are not

left alone. The Spirit of truth lives in us when we keep the commandments of love and justice through the

power of Christ.

ORDER OF WORSHIP

Call to worship

Though the presence of God is always near,
it is rarely loud,

often subtle,

and always prefers an invitation.

Permeating all of life,

always and everywhere available,
the Holy asks us

to listen,

to be still,

to pay attention,

and to practice the Wisdom we receive.

The Holy Mystery of Love,
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the Sacred Calling of Courage,
The Lure of Truth and Beauty,
they are always moving us toward the restoration of life.

Praise be to God

who is revealed in our longings,

felt in connection,

and encountered in the flesh of creation.

Opening Prayer

Spirit of Truth, you have always been trying to get our attention. Through the cries of prophets, the whispers
of saints, and the groans of the earth, you have been calling to us for ages. As we grieve all that has been lost
to destruction’s hand, we renew our commitment to listening for Sacred Wisdom around us. With humility, we
pray, come and lead us in the way of life. Amen.

Invitation to offering

In faithfulness to the divine bonds between us, we bring what we have to one another, as we also remember
our neighbors near and far Though God has created us equally, the world does not treat us so. Until wrongs
are made right, let us be generous in sharing our goods and furthering the spirit of justice.

Prayer of dedication

Creator of all, since our beginning you have woven our lives together at the most intimate levels. Though evil
encourages us to sever our ties to one another, you reveal our shared humanity and call us to defense of our
neighbors. As we bring our offerings, give us wisdom for these days that we might live what we believe by
seeking an end to all forces of inequity and injustice. Amen.

Benediction

In knowledge of Love’s abiding presence,

let us move into the rest of this day

with a well of tenderness for ourselves,

with generous patience towards all who are struggling,

and with renewed loyalty to only the things which further life
for all our neighbors, our kin, our family in shared humanity.
For God is close to each of us,

and so our hope is always near.

Go in peace.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  What is one idea, practice, or moral belief that you might feel as strongly about as Paul did - talking on the
matter to whoever would listen?

*  Paul uses commonly known poetry twice in this text to communicate about who God is.What sources
outside of scripture do you turn to in understanding or communicating about God? Why are they important in
shaping collective theology, too?

*  What is the difference between constructing images of God that (all too often) only reflect the powerful
verses learning to recognizing God in human experience because “we are the offspring of God?" How do we
practice the latter without encouraging the former?

Application

* Cosmic - In this scene, Paul is on one of his many stops on his movement-building tour. This time, in Athens. Per
his usual, he has already visited the synagogue and conversed in the marketplace. There, he was soon approached
by two schools of philosophers. First, the Epicureans who generally believed in seeking tranquility by avoiding
politics and did not imagine that any gods bothered themselves with human affairs. Second, the Stoics who valued
reason as the primary path to living a virtuous life. Here comes Paul, whom they called a “babbler;" a disparaging
term.The New Oxford Annotated Bible notes that the “Greek word literally refers to birds ‘picking up seeds,

and of persons ‘one who makes a living by picking up scraps.” They hear in his teachings only scraps of ideas and
beliefs.

He's taken to the chief administrative council - Areopagus - where cases are made for new gods to become
“official” gods of the region.Verse 2| notes the intellectual curiosity of Athenians as they ask Paul what his
“strange teaching” means.

This is where our text picks up. And while we may not wish to replicate all his approaches - especially in our
Christian dominant society with an unfortunate history of conversion tactics - there are some meaningful

insights we may benefit from. Particularly, if we actually imagine Christians as the Athenians. There may be some
interesting parallels for Christians who have turned from some of the most destructive teachings of Christianity
or can't get on board with some of the more superstitious approaches. Because theology has been allowed to
evolve so little in recent decades, there are a significant number of people - within and outside of the church who
struggle to resonate with many doctrines of Christianity outside of its propulsion towards loving our neighbors.
Might Paul's words offer us something insightful about how we understand Christianity and our “strange
teachings” anew!?

Like the Athenians, we have a lot of idols. Though we may renounce them, still, we struggle to cast our primary
loyalty elsewhere. White supremacy. Capitalism. Competition. Appearances. Niceties. The institutional church. All of
us have our choice gods, whether we are aware of them or not. They shape our societies, our families, our sense
of self. They offer something that we are led to believe is knowable, concrete, a guarantee.We can see the reward
in the world that comes to those who serve them. This is not easy to unbelieve, especially when we crave stability
in our particularly unstable world.
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But still, for many seeking and searching Christians who know not what to make of our own teachings, there
is still a humble space marked “unknown God." There is an experience of, a belief in, a hope for; a question
about, or at least a rumor of some kind of Sacred Mystery that feels unknown, unnamed, beyond grasp but
still present.

Paul speaks to this experience in a way we might do well to linger in ourselves. After so many, many years of
theologies that have turned God more into a distant being easily defined by orthodox teachings that many
can no longer get on board with, Paul's simple affirmation of all our instincts toward mystery can be a re-entry
point into our own faith. Not the mystery of teachings that ask us to leave our minds at the door but the
mystery of our lived experiences in the world.

The ones that help us do things we thought were impossible. The ones that help us come alive again. The ones
that enable us to forgive. The ones that help us to feel the reality of our connection to others.The ones that
come to us through music and beauty and touch and collective action. God, Christianity, the Sacred - these are
the words we do our best to use to point to all the otherwise unnamable experiences we have. The mystery
that weaves our lives together, that brings us into being and carriers us into death.

This re-starting place with the “thing” that we call God is far more consistent and trustworthy than our

idols but is also well beyond our control. God can only be pointed to through our words and images, never
captured - though we grasp. God is not an object that exists among other spheres of our life but is what
Tillich called “the ground of our being.”We participate in God and God participates in us. God permeates all
life. Like other forces - such as sexism for instance - God is not confined to one area of life, cannot be added
or removed from situations, contexts, or experiences, and is not a matter of presence or absence but of our
awareness. But unlike our many idols, the promises made to us by this God are trustworthy, enduring, and lead
only to life - individual and collective.

Our constant struggle is to choose living according to God’s promises rather than the promises of our idols.
The rewards of doing so are hard to witness in real time. They are heavenly rewards - which is not to say
rewards held for an after-life, but rewards that make no sense to the realm of worldly powers. Rewards that
manifest from within, where God dwells in us. This is so much harder to trust than that which may offer us
concrete power, money, or social status. But this is the faith we seek to practice, the mystery that calls to us,
the God behind all the rigid and distant teachings, to which we can always return.

* Structural - This passage is yet another that has a complicated history in its use and abuse. Progressive,
conservative, moderate, liberationist, libertarian, and all the other kinds of Christians turn to scripture to
advocate for political changes.Vastly different asks are made and vastly different truths proclaimed all using
the same scriptures. The different uses of scripture in politics is not as simple as a “left vs right” trope, though
that is there too. The world of perspectives being a lot less like a linear spectrum and a lot more like a
kaleidoscope of views, even those of us who may find common ground on one matter of human rights may
diverge quickly from each other on another.We may use a singular verse to justify our shared view, and then
struggle when that verse is applied to a different group or concern.We can all be a bit hypocritical in that
sense, when and where our prejudices have yet to be addressed.

Verse 26 - which was formerly translated not as “from one ancestor” but as “from one blood,” God made all
nations... - has been long used to both argue for and against emancipation, civil rights, and equality.

Richard A. Davis notes,“ Throughout the twentieth century, verse 26 was used to support the toxic politics of
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segregation, Apartheid, and ethno-nationalism. The effects are still with us today. So, reading this verse demands
great care.Acts |7:26 was read in the pro-Apartheid Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa as meaning

that nations and peoples were created and given their own lands, with borders between them. Cultures and
nations and races, it was said, were part of God’s ordering of the human family. Based on this view, it is a
mistake, therefore, to mix what God wanted to keep apart. This was the basis for segregating races of people in
Apartheid-era South Africa and in the southern states of the USA"

This same verse was also used by writer William Well Brown, W.E.B. DuBois, Frederick Douglass, Harriet
Beecher Stowe, and many others arguing for racial equality. Douglass’ speech in [852 on "“the meaning of July
Fourth” included Acts 26 and its challenge of American hypocrisy stating:

“You boast of your love of liberty, your superior civilization, and your pure Christianity, while the whole political
power of the nation (as embodied in the two great political parties) is solemnly pledged to support and
perpetuate the enslavement of three millions of your countrymen....

You profess to believe “that, of one blood, God made all nations of men to dwell on the face of all the earth,”
and hath commanded all men, everywhere, to love one another; yet you notoriously hate (and glory in your
hatred) all men whose skins are not colored like your own....

Fellow-citizens, | will not enlarge further on your national inconsistencies. The existence of slavery in this country
brands your republicanism as a sham, your humanity as a base pretense, and your Christianity as a lie.”

This verse, perhaps originally intended to challenge the Athenians’ sense of pride over others, has been used in
wonderful and terrible ways to argue for and against the liberation of life. A tiny glimpse of how scripture can be
used for good or for evil, depending on context, motive, and other factors.What threats and possibilities does
this verse hold in our own context? What “national inconsistencies” threaten to brand our own Christianity as a
lie? VWhat might this look like - not only among the “far right” but among us who champion equality?

The danger, perhaps, among liberal cultures, thinking, and Christianities, is that this verse encourages us towards
ignoring the ongoing differences that inequality have created among us by focusing solely on our sameness. If we
are not careful, we can use our shared humanity to cover a multitude of sins. While systems of inequality, past
and present, keep us from living common lives, keep resources disproportionately allocated, and keep prejudices
deep within us,it is ethically complicated at best to sit idly by while celebrating our deep, intimate, and innate
connection with all of humanity - especially those who suffer differently than us.

What are the responsibilities we have towards one another when we genuinely believe that we are a part of a
large family of humans?

If indeed, God has made us so that there is a kind of non severable connection and inborn equality among us,
how might this fact call us to address the systems that then treat us differently, some as less than others, instead
of encouraging a kind of false peace in the name of our sameness as “‘common humanity” tropes often do!?
Where have you seen or felt these messages of shared humanity as a cover for those whose unjust acts or
beliefs are being held accountable?

If our shared humanity is a foundational element of our faith, how does this call us to relate to the current
realities taking place under the COVID-19 pandemic? While “Over 70 percent of tested inmates in federal
prisons have COVID-19?"While deaths are disproportionately occurring in black communities! While the value
of life is being defined by age?! While low-wage workers are endangered and underpaid and lines at food banks
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wrap around corners and blocks?

In New York, there have been numerous reports of police treatment towards people not wearing masks in
public. While white folks have been provided with masks and allowed to otherwise carry-on with activities,
black people are being harassed, arrested, and otherwise treated aggressively for the same infraction.

Are we all in this together? This pandemic or this country’s struggle for equality or this human striving for
flourishing? It can be so comforting to turn to the truth of our likeness, of our shared fear and struggle and
pain as we lose and grieve loved ones. It is a powerful truth to reflect on - a reminder of our deep ties to one
another. But it is one of those truths that becomes dangerous without the other side of the coin - though we
are created equal, we are not treated as such.

To recognize one another as equal and remain idle before disparate treatment calls into question our ethics,
our faith, our own humanity. But to recognize ourselves in one another, to be so in touch with the truth of our
common struggles of being human that we cannot bear to accept a world that prizes us in any way over our
neighbor, is to find our way toward a new kind of future which is also God's salvation of old.

Too often, those who advocate for social change, those who distrupt violent norms, those who are working to
actively correct abuse and oppression that keep people from being treated as equals are the ones deemed by
the cultural norm as “divisive.” Working for a world that reflects actual shared humanity and equality, in the
current culture, is ironically painted as a disruption of it. Conveniently for oppresive power, the banner of unity
has largely been co-opted to maintain the status quo and demonize those who challenge it. How can we shift
this approach together, so that solidarity among the margins becomes the starting place for togetherness?

* Personal/Interpersonal - Though the phrases “For in [them] we live and move and have our being”
and “For we too are [their] offspring, are quotes from poets of the time, Paul finds them to be adequate
descriptions for the God of the Christian faith. These claims follow Paul’s assertion that God is “not far from
any of us."We remember last week's gospel message in John that pointed towards the flesh of humanity
enacting love as one place we can reach for and find God.

God is around us. God is within us. God is what makes it all go round. There is no life, hno movement, no being
or becoming that happens outside of God's presence. Sally McFague describes this beautifully:

“We live and move and have our being in God...we are not our own but belong to God. | also believe that

we are not on our own; we live in God's world.We come from God and return to God and in the meantime,
we are to live in the presence of God. God is, then reality: God is the source, the sustainer, and the goal of
everything that is..the world is real and significant because God is incarnate - God is enfleshed, God is worldly.
Because of the incarnation, we can speak of the world as God's body and hence when we say that God is
reality we mean that reality is both with us and beyond us, both immanent and transcendent, both physical
and spiritual.”

We - each of us and every other living creature - are connected by our living, moving, and being in God.
The ant, the wind, the rose, the pig, the human - “each person, species, creature, and element are

superimposed over God's name.” God's name may come first, she says, as the whole of us all, but “each of our
names are included and preserved in their distinctiveness within the divine reality.”
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While we are so distant from each other, and so many are living alone, what does it mean to say “God is not
far from each of us?”

How can you make that concrete for this era? What could that truth look/feel/sound/taste/smell like in people’s
lives and how might they get in touch with it on the days God feels farthest?

By living and being and moving in God, we can be sure that no matter the size of our struggle, God is with

us in it. Our restlessness. Loneliness. Frustration. Feelings of helplessness. Grief. Exhaustion. Need for food,
security, or economic stability. Whatever these days may be bringing about, God is not far from us. And the
good news - for God to be close to us does not mean God is not also close, even closer at times, to those
who are struggling even more.We do not have to choose between compassion for self or for others, praying
for strength in our own hearts or praying for the strength of others, longing for better days for us, our families,
or our distant neighbors whose lives we know little about. The more we are able to remember that God
does not have a limit on compassion, parsing out carefully how much each person gets, the more we might
remember our own abundance of compassion.We have enough to share it with ourselves and others.The
same goes for love and other gifts of God.When we live in the life of God, when we remember we are the
children of God - born of and by and through these gifts - we can trust in divine abundance. Life need not be
pitted against life, struggle need not be pitted against struggle. There is enough God to go around - and more
- as long as we do not allow our own comfort, healing, and Sacred assurance to simply self-satisfy but let it
transform us in order to transform what is hurting us all.

“Maybe you are searching among the branches for what only appears in the roots.”

Words for inspiration:

- Rumi

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Which States Are Reopening, Which Remain on Lockdown, and Why
Mass Rent Strikes Demonstrate That Housing Has Always Been a Racial |ustice Issue

The Oil Execs on Trump's “Opening the Country” Council Are Major GOP Donors

N Korea's Kim Jong Un makes first ‘public appearance’ in weeks

Ballot Printers Increase Capacity To Prepare For Mail Voting Surge

Mike Pence Refuses to Wear a Face Mask Because of Fragile Masculinity, Scientist Theorizes

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