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May 8, 2022 I

TEXTS

May 8, 2022

Acts 9:36-43
Psalm 23
Revelation 7:9-17
John 10:22-30

What links the texts this weel?

We’re invited to imagine a liberated kin-dom of green pastures, still waters, restored souls, overflowing
drink, decadent tables, multicultural celebration, and death that does not signify the end. Our Creator
has the capacity and desire for our pleasure and prosperity. This pleasant, prosperous freedom has
already been entitled to us as we learn to take up the responsibility of co-designing the restoration that
is ours, even if that means the world we know must come to an end.

ORDER OF WO RSH IP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship

God, we hunger! --
for all to have access to nourishing food,
for the way we grow food and eat food to foster connection.

The Earth is scorched!
Greed treats our beloved planet as disposable.

We are mourning!
Oh, war. Oh, systems of violence.
Oh, the havoc they wreak.

We join with God who weeps over all that is lost.
We dream toward flourishing with the One who is the Spring of Living Water.

Opening Prayer

Liberating God, we feel distress and sorrow when people and the planet are not treated reverently and
tenderly.As systems exploit and exhaust, we remember you intended for the world to thrive in abundance,
not merely get by. Enliven our imagination, that we may partner with You to unfold the dream of communal
flourishing. Amen.
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Invitation to Offering

Every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you,Walt Whitman wrote.We honor the many ways of
using our resources and presence to care for one another in our web of mutuality. Let us bring forth our
offerings today, for we belong to each other.

Prayer of Dedication

Living Water, at times we accept the status quo as the only option.We are complicit in harmful behaviors
and systems.We struggle to practice the courage needed to build the world anew. But faithfully, your
grace renews and enlivens us. Bless our offerings to the creative care of our communities, that all may be
refreshed and restored. Amen.

Benediction

Let us go forth:

Offering compassion and solidarity to the weeping,
nurturing joy within and around us,

protecting streams of living water

and building tables of shared abundance

that all God’s creatures and creations

might be refreshed in body and in spirit.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How does your faith tradition respond to polytheistic and henotheistic spiritualities? Does your tradi-
tion believe such religious cultures will be included in the liberated kindom of God?

* In what ways can your faith community uplift Black/Indigenous mysticism as part of the necessary pro-
cess of decolonization and rejection of spiritual racism? How is mysticism present in your own tradition
and how is this discussed in your faith community?

*  What hesitations do you have in seeking divine wisdom by way of figures your tradition may not recog-
nize as divine? What does your ministry have to offer to those who do? If it would not be welcoming,
how can you work to change that?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Casey Overton (she/they).

Cosmic -
“A former Georgia slave, named Thomas Smith, cited the ability of Aaron to turn his rod into a serpent
before Pharaoh...‘Dat happen in Africa de Bible say.Ain’ dat show dat Africa wuz a lan uh magic powah
since de begginnin uh history? Well duh descendants ub African hab duh same gif tuh do unnatchal ting’
Black folk in coastal Georgia and the Sea Islands preserved numerous stories about the miraculous ability
of their African-born ancestors to fly back to Africa when they were mistreated on the plantations of

”» |

America.

Coach, cultural worker,and Omo Oggun, Hakim Pitts, speaks often of Black people’s psychospiritual need

to take flight. This is a common thread in the interconnected Black spiritual and folkloric traditions where
enslaved or otherwise oppressed persons in the trafficked Black diaspora found means to guard their psyches
against the horrors of colonialism and chattel slavery. Along with folktales of physical flight back to the
motherland, Black mystical experiences where “...the soul would take flight to heavenly realms,” as Dr. Joy
Bostic says, creates spaces for dispossessed peoples to experience foretastes of their liberation.?

The Book of Revelation is an example of one such flight. The Jewish Annotated New Testament says of
apocalyptic literature that “Such books combine narratives of their heroes’ visionary experiences (through
a journey to heaven or some mystical disciplines) with vivid depictions of a heavenly world, populated with
frightening angelic beings and in many cases cyptic revelations of events to come.”

Apocalypse. Uncovering. Revealing. Apocalyptic literature constructs for us a window into another plane
through which sacred truths are revealed, not necessarily because God must designate special individuals to
whom They reveal Themself, but because individuals who are most dissatisfied in this world are most likely to
seek the new one that God delights in showing them.The end of days is a welcome occasion for those whose
days were filled with pain.

As a report from the ascension of a marginalized person, the apocalyptic book of Revelation relays the sensory
overload of this chaotic throne room jubilee. John’s retelling includes not only a crowd larger than what most
can imagine but this vision also answers the quintessential inquiry of the Black skeptic unsure of an unfamiliar
gathering, “Who all gon’ be there?”

And to my multispiritual delight, this passage gives us a more interesting cast of partygoers than just humans,
Jesus, and God. In fact, I've even come to think of this throne room ensemble as a pantheon of sorts.The
elders, angels, and the four living creatures imbue this scene with a perplexity that can even frustrate militant
monotheism if we take them seriously. These are entities with great power and personal agency even if

God, Olodumare, Amaterasu, Ahura Mazda, Zeus,Vishnu, Shiva, Amun-Ra, El,Viracocha, etc. may have some

| Raboteau, Albert |. Slave Religion:The ‘Invisible Institution’in the American South
2 Bostic, Joy R. African American Female Mysticism: Nineteenth Century Religious Activism
3 Levine, Amy-Jill, and Marc Z. Brettler, eds. The Jewish Annotated New Testament. |st edition.
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governance over them (my acknowledgement of a limited parallel between supreme deities is not an
assertion of their sameness in any metaphysical or theological sense).The four living creatures’ manifold
eyes (Revelation 4:6) are symbolic of an all-seeing characteristic. We already know angels, whether human
or not, to be divinely empowered to commute between the heavenly and spatiotemporal realms. Even the
elder who speaks in this passage takes on a role that, in apocalyptic literature, is known as the interpreting
angel who guides the seer through this mystical experience.

Now we Christians are quite passionate about the holy obfuscation that is the monotheistic Trinity, and
while | make no endeavor here to rip this sternum of Christian faith from anyone’s bosom, | do intend to
pry open hardened flesh around the hearts of those who may have flown close enough to another plane
to encounter angels, elders, and unnamed living creatures. Furthermore, our acknowledgement of these
entities as divine, even if not completely, begins to illuminate the pathway by which we stubborn Christians
can cultivate scriptural imagination flexible enough to center poly and henotheists in our own “throne
room” visions. Perhaps then we will notice our error in oppressing them, and perhaps we will do right by
other marginalized communities in advance of what our scriptural imagination can accommodate.

Progressives have commendably latched onto the inclusive spirit of verse 9 that affirms,“there was a great
multitude that no one could count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing
before the throne and before the Lamb..” Are we prepared for a liberated age where we recognize the
worship of those embracing diverse divinities as righteous and beautiful?

Structural - The book of Revelations’ frequent inclusion of what Hakim Pitts calls “primordial
intermediaries” are present in many faith traditions - angels, the four living creatures, saints, orisha, jinn,
kami, yokai, and many other interdimensional entities share similarities in the supernatural ability they wield.
Much of the [white] discomfort with this intermediary class of beings relates to [y]our determination to
delineate and dominate objective truth.Whoever takes ownership over Truth can exercise a frightening
amount of power over others as we have witnessed with literally every hierarchical religious formation and
the political formations they often birthed.

Testimonies of angelic and other intermediary encounters rely on individual accounts of experiences

I”

we've come to consider “mystical” which ultimately precludes these accounts from being “proven.”
Fundamentalists have become obsessed with reading scripture as literal truth particularly when it serves
their acquisitive interests. Thus, apocalyptic literature then becomes weaponized in ways | need not outline
for the majority of us who have had the displeasure of being exposed to, if not malformed by supremacist
and annihilationist “theology”. At the core of apocalyptic literature in the Hebrew Bible and New Testament
is an individual’s mystical experience through which they gain prophetic revelation to be revealed and made
use of by a wider community. “The point of all such apocalyptic texts lay in revealing the heavenly world,
not as a paradisal delight but as a paradigmatic super-reality, attention to which allowed the working out of

crises and frustrations in this world.”

Who is better poised to work out crises and frustrations in this world but the righteously frustrated

4 Levine
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communities most subjected to crisis? Bostic drew on Frohlich to discuss how the embodied soul
experiences of Black femme mystics, including visionary experiences much like those portrayed in
apocalyptic literature, agitate the imperial system of measurement used to determine objective truth and
assert the personhood of those objectified by imperial violence.

“These are processes of subjectivity in which persons who are objectified by an oppressive system
recognize and assert themselves as Subjects in resistance to, and rejection of, externally imposed
definitions. They do this through the inter-engagement of mystical intersubjectivity whereby the
practitioner achieves an awareness of the ground of her own consciousness.”®

The Black femme’s mystical encounter is a metanoia shared by Black/Indigenous communities all over the
world who, excluded from mainstream faith, develop subversive spiritual technologies that are almost always
demonized by those of the dominant religion. Mark Allan Powell thus fulfills his “duty” to deliver a palatable
explanation of truths that marginalized people have known for centuries saying,

“Revelation has proved to be one of the most popular books in the Bible among people who lack
formal (much less, theological) education, especially those who belong to lower economic classes and/
or marginalized social groups.Why? What do they (these uninstructed readers) get out of this book? Or,
to put the question more broadly:Why does Revelation work so well for some people and not at all for
others?”®

Ah yes, why is it that marginalized peoples can embrace the inherent subjectivity of texts reflecting back to
them the ‘embodied soul experiences’ by which they reclaimed themselves as subjects of state violence?
Why is it that those to whom the world has been most unkind can take comfort in its end? Since | am more
theologian than philosopher and more liberation-seeker than theologian, | won’t offer the most detailed

or articulate exposition of how and why we must interrogate objectivity in light of its weaponization by
history’s worst villains. | humbly ask you to consider in what ways supposedly “objective” truths have led

to objectification of Black/Indigenous peoples. By being more faithful to “truth” as we have learned to
regurgitate it from oppressors, how are we committing to lies that beatify the exploitation of our supposedly
beloved siblings?

Interpersonal -This heavenly scene has placed its viewer into such a state of likely overwhelm that John
hasn’t even asked what is happening, but the elder (verse |3), whose nature is unclear, eases the nervous
tension of this splendor with a question that John doesn’t bother trying to answer.

We humans on this side of eternity are rightfully predisposed to overwhelm, especially in late-stage
capitalism. Not only are we overwhelmed with the barrage of rugged individualist expectations, but we are
overwhelmed with the grief of being alienated from the ones we love, on top of the unrelenting grief of
bearing witness to the empire’s extermination campaigns against us targeted peoples. In spite of it all, we
must show up and costume ourselves in professionalism, perform joy, and celebrate our own oppression to

5 Bostic, 60
6 Powell, Mark A. Introducing to the New Testament, 520
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avoid meeting a fate like those martyrs in the great multitude who chose endangerment over complicity.

Our profit-driven societies that specialize in calamity provide us ample opportunities to encounter
debilitating overwhelm. One of the instigating moments of my faith reclamation was when | decided that

| would no longer beg “God” for solace that anyone who loves me would want me to have - peace, joy,
comfort, answers. This is no slight to those who find such supplications empowering, effective, or therapeutic.
| do not. In trying times like these,“God” as | was raised to understand “him” (nope) never felt near enough
to have a response to my struggle. But like the discombobulated John, who didn’t find it expedient in the
moment to shout for God or even make his way to the Messiah at the center of the throne room, | must
turn to the “one that knows”, and they may be my elders or ancestors who have already contended with the
distressing circumstances under which | find myself.

“Savior ancestors save the visible community and individuals within that community from the evil,
negative forces that seek to create havoc and cause chaos in life. They are therefore instruments of
salvation, vehicles of protection, and preservers of God’s intention for human beings...The ancestors
are therefore crucial to any explication of theological notions of human salvation within indigenous
African thought systems.”

John reverently responds to the elder’s question, “Sir, you are the one that knows,” and with this display of
humility, the elder finds John worthy of the more thorough explanation that makes up half of our selected
passage. Now this does not mean that John’s help didn’t come from the Lord, my militant monotheists. It
could mean that God met John in a2 manner that made the Divine much more accessible to him in that
moment.

And even if you have cried out to God in your suffering like the lynched Christ on the cross and found God
to be silent or absent, perhaps your ancestors, elders, guides, saints, or an angel may meet you at your altar
because the divinity they harbor is most accessible or resonant for your people.Your seeking may prosper
just the same if not far more by consulting the One that knows who is next to you instead of shouting at
the sky, or worse, trying to be the thought leader who would have contrived an “intelligent” answer for the
elder instead of submitting themselves to the mystery.

Even in raucous environments where our intelligence fails, where our senses may be overcome, overloaded,
and overtaken, we have a Holy Liberator who wants to lighten the load, providing clarity even before we’ve
found the words to ask.The scandalous awe of a nonbinary Creator who is both ruler and subject has
created countless avenues for our divine restoration, infinite opportunities to reclaim our agency as the co-
rulers and co-creators of new worlds. May apocalypse swiftly come.

7 Clark, Jawanza E. Indigenous Black Theology:Toward an African Centered Theology of the African American Relgious Experience.
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Words for inspiration:

Read my poem “Departures”, from FOLKLORE, Call + Resonse Jounral,Volume Il

| might be a little flighty

It'’s for my sake God gave me wings

| Am set their eye on the sparrow

with hollow bones and frame so narrow

yet eyes that pierce and song so mighty

Our size does not suggest we hide

Our calls are heard for miles around us

Our brown little bodies rule the skies

So you may not get prior notice
before I've taken to the air

But consider the birds, our poor defenses

That we can fly is only fair.

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Forget Passover and Ramadan, Israel’s violence is all about its brutal military occupation

Protests continue in Sweden over burning of Quran

Cameroonians Win Temporary Protected Status After Outcry Over “Double Standard” for Ukrainians

Sikhs sue US Marine Corps over hair and beard restrictions
NOBODY DEFUNDED THE POLICE: A STUDY

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

partners]

Commentaries Author

Casey Overton (she/they) is a radical faith-rooted strategist and spiritual
activist who is deeply vested in the development of healing cultures.As an
Interfaith Coordinator in higher education, they love being immersed in
cooperative interfaith dialogue while creating restorative space for those
marginalized within their respective faith institutions. She’s also an ama-
teur poet, nap-taker, and time-bender. She hails from middle-class suburbs
in the stolen Appamattuck and Arrohatec lands outside of Richmond,VA
and now resides in unceeded Osage land outside of Pittsburgh, PA. Follow
her on Facebook and Twitter for more content and updates!
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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 @mijbolton.

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.
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