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What links the texts this week?

This week’s texts collaborate like movements of a symphony singing the sacred strength of commu-
nity. This community includes all. The mountains, wind, birds, bugs, every animal that is eaten or not.
Humans’ highest praise and glory to our Holy Parent is achieved when we release our indoctrinations
to worship together in all of our harmonic difference. God of Abundance, witnessing us all in ecstatic
praise, cannot help but join us in completing the eternal song that everyone knows because we are all
composers.

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

Call to worship
Today we gather to worship with the Spirit!

As we celebrate Their Expansive Love,
They celebrate the ways we are learning compassion.

As we express gratitude for Their Faithfulness,
They honor the ways we show up in life’s struggles.

As we come to Them with more questions than answers,
They live with us in the unknown.

Alleluia, Divinity is with us and within us!
Let us worship God.

Opening Prayer

God of Becoming, sometimes we wonder how to praise you in a world that seems so fragile.Wars, climate
catastrophes, and unjust laws can topple lives in an instant. Bodies made for connection, play, and rest are
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riddled with anxiety about how to survive systems of oppression. And yet, we long to celebrate what brings
us joy and we long to worship what is good. In the paradox of life, guide us with your Radical Love. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Poet,Adam Zagajewski, writes that we “must praise the mutilated world.” Let us bring our offerings to God
and each other as an act of praise in this mutilated world. For, even amidst systems of destruction, we are
invited to attend to Life.

Prayer of Dedication

Holy Mystery, we desire to be a people who experience praise and grief as two sides of the coin of
Love.Thank you for our teacher, Jesus, who lived deeply in this reality. Thank you for the prophet, Mary
Magdalene, who tells us of death and life intertwined. Bless our offerings, that they may support what needs
to be grieved and what needs to be grown.Amen.

Benediction

Go forth with this assurance, beloveds:

In your grief, God is with you

and God is within you.

In your joy, God is with you

and God is within you.

Let us go forth, for both mourning and celebration

are the work of the people of God.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  What false distinctions may be hindering your ability to love people who are different from you? How is
your faith community challenging that distinction?

*  What would have to change in your faith community or denomination to move beyond being ‘inclusive’
of minoritized populations into the dominant culture? How can you begin to support that change?

* In what ways have you enacted an unfair expectation for Spirit to operate the same way for everyone?
How does this show up in your ministry?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him).

Cosmic = In a trance, Peter experiences a terrifying vision that changes him forever. The Greek word for
trance here is the word, ekstasis, which is where we get the word ecstasy. The word refers to being thrown

out of place.And not only is Peter thrown spiritually out of place, but he is already physically out of place in
Joppa. Peter is far from home, fleeing persecution, and staying in the home of a Gentile. Perhaps Peter may have
thought his vision only applied to his host if he hadn’t been led to Caesarea to meet with Cornelius (who is
named in chapter |0 for the original telling of this story, but not in the chapter || retelling).

Caesarea would have felt even more foreign. The town contained a temple dedicated to its namesake, Caesar,
and was filled with mostly Gentiles. Cornelius, as a “centurion of the Italian cohort (Acts 10:1),” lived in
Caesarea because it was a Roman provincial capital. Unlike other conversion stories in Acts the writer of Luke-
Acts goes over and beyond to describe Cornelius in a positive light in chapter 10, saying “He was a devout man
who feared God with all his household; he gave alms generously to the people and prayed constantly to God
(10:2).” The person who goes through the biggest transformation in this story is actually Peter.This can just

as easily be read as Peter’s conversion story.And he carries this story with him, retelling it to his peers who
criticize him.

Peter’s conversion is not an easygoing one, however. He initially resists it, telling God that he can’t eat anything
unclean as instructed because God told him he can’t. Even though the sheet contained some animals that
Peter would typically eat, Peter couldn’t eat a single thing because everything in the sheet was contaminated.
Imagine all sorts of animals, beasts, and reptiles jostling together, climbing over each other, and rattling around
in this sheet held up in front of Peter’s face.The unclean animals made everything in the sheet unclean.This

is also how Peter and his critical peers understood their interactions with Gentiles.They believed eating and
associating with unclean people made you unclean.This interpretation of the Jewish holiness codes extended
beyond what had been instructed in the Torah.After all, there was a court of Gentiles in the Jewish temple.
Peter, as many other zealous observers of the law attempted to live out their holiness beyond what was
required by the law. Jubilees 22:17 describes this mindset:“Separate yourself from the nations, And eat not with
them:And do not according to their works,And become not their associate; For their works are unclean, And
all their ways are a pollution and an abomination and uncleanness.”

So when Peter’s peers criticize him for associating with “uncircumcised men,” they aren’t just accusing

his Gentile associates of being ritually unclean.They are also accusing Peter of being ritually unclean and
demanding an explanation for dishonoring himself and God in this way. It makes sense why Peter would initially
reject the voice instructing him to eat. Peter can’t determine whether God is testing his capability to grow

or his capability to maintain his loyalty. | imagine this dilemma was often on the minds of the apostles as they
strayed further and further from home.

Mitzi J. Smith says in her commentary on the passage “Sometimes our self-definition is constructed upon
differentiating ourselves from others, instead of upon who we are in God.We can talk about bearing crosses

but we actually seek ways to avoid risks that disrupt the boundaries and biases that safeguard our group
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privilege.”!

Peter had refused to associate with “unclean” people in order to live out the holiness God called him to,
but God showed him another way to live out his holiness.This new way was about intentionally moving
toward “unclean” people and rejecting the false distinction between clean and unclean people.

Structural - Reading along with this story we can learn, as Peter learns, to include those who are different
from us into spaces where others are not typically included. This is how this story is often applied among
progressive Christians today. Reading beyond the story and this popular interpretation, however, we must
also critique the power dynamics at play when one group consistently has the power to exclude or include
others into their space.We must maintain our suspicions when we constantly see white leaders including
BIPOC, men including women, cishet leaders including queer people, abled leaders including disabled
people, and so on.When a dominant group maintains the power to allow or take away space for others,
then their “inclusiveness” is not enough. Instead of persuading the few in power to use their power justly,
we must share the power we have.This must also be considered when we experience Christians including
people of other faiths in spaces that remain dominated by Christianity.

And just as Spirit empowers Peter to grow in this way, the same Spirit will empower us to grow too.
Another strange positive detail about Cornelius is mentioned in Acts 10:4, where an angel tells Cornelius
“Your prayers and your alms have ascended as a memorial before God.” This language is reminiscent

of sacrifices ascending as a memorial before God, and this occurs outside of the Temple and in a

Gentile’s home.This is a clue to the way that Spirit acts in this story. Spirit acts outside of Peter’s typical
understanding of God. Spirit orchestrates this entire interaction. Peter and Cornelius are just responding to
what Spirit is doing.

If we allow Spirit to continue challenging us, then we discover ways that Spirit has always moved beyond
Christianity. It’s one thing to discover that all are welcome to the table of Christians, as Peter discovers in
our story. It’s another thing to discover that the table of Christians is not even the whole table.We must
grow from simply squeezing more people into our biases, to affirming a Spirit that shatters every bias we
construct.

Grace Ji-Sun Kim says “The Spirit cannot be bounded by the confines of Christianity. It extends beyond

the earth to all of God’s creation. Thus, Christians cannot have a monopoly on the Spirit. The Spirit moves
as it will and will be who it will be.”> This Spirit calls us to collaborate with people of other faiths because
Spirit moves in all of us despite all the distinctions and biases we construct.“As the Spirit moves in our lives
and gives us breath, life, sustenance, we become open to all the movements of the Spirit in all parts of the
world, traditions, cultures, and religions.”

| Mitzi J. Smith, “Commentary on Acts | 1:1-18,” Working Preacher from Luther Seminary (Luther Seminary, Novem-
ber 11,2020), https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/fifth-sunday-of-easter-3/commen-
tary-on-acts-111-18.

2 Grace Ji-Sun Kim, The Homebrewed Christianity Guide to the Holy Spirit (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2018), 140.

3 Kim, 143.
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How would this Spirit challenge the way that Christians participate in interfaith dialogue today? Making space
for others is necessary, but when one group maintains the power to shape that “open” space as they please
then a hierarchy remains.When Christians dominate interfaith spaces, then they run the risk of their inclusion
being nothing more than tolerance of other religions as an act of Christian charity.

Interfaith dialogue must also move beyond the common situation where Christians look for ways that
other faiths’ religious concepts fit within a Christian lens. Christians, even the most inclusive ones, are often
guilty of a “hierarchical inclusivism,” as John Thatamatil describes, where we believe that “Christians see

the whole whereas others see only in part.” Christianity’s “self-sufficiency trumps the possibility of mutual
transformation.”*

It’s much more obvious that Spirit cannot be contained by exclusive Christians, but we must remember that
Spirit cannot be contained by more inclusive Christians either, just because they have a much bigger cage for
Spirit to move around in.

How would interfaith dialogue transform if Christians did not come to the table with a complete, self-
sufficient theology to confine other religions to, but came with an open theology, capable of being
transformed by the wisdom and critique of other faiths?

“Who was | that | could hinder God?” Peter asks in our story. May we have the courage to ask ourselves the
same question as we experience the same Spirit challenging us today.

Interpersonal - Responding to the calling and movements of Spirit requires letting go of control.We
cannot control Spirit. Spirit moves as it will, and it will be who it will be. Spirit seeks not to control us either.
We always have a choice to how we respond to Spirit. But in every moment Spirit compassionately lures

us toward transformation. Every one of us has this relationship with Spirit. Spirit makes no meritocratic
distinction between us. Spirit calls all of us and the way we respond shapes our future. But we cannot control
the way others respond.

When Spirit leads us through transformation, our gratitude can often lead us to make the mistake of forcing
others to experience the same kind of transformation in the same way.We can even look at other ways of
transformation with disdain.This is not how Spirit moves.

We may even make the mistake of looking at earlier versions of ourselves with disdain.We remember the
biases we had and the harmful boundaries we constructed for ourselves and others and feel self-contempt.
But Spirit does not see our earlier selves with contempt, just as Spirit does not see the current version of us
with contempt, even though we each have so much room to grow.

Each of us is always in a dynamic process of becoming.We are never stagnant. The movement of Spirit does

4 John Thatamatil,“God as ground, contingency, and relation: trinitarian polydoxy and religious diversity”, in Polydoxy, ed.
Catherine Keller and Laurel C. Schneider (New York: Routledge, 201 ), 239.
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not allow us to be stagnant, just as our breath never allows us to be stagnant either. Spirit is always with us
and within us.

Spirit animates the Body of Christ, and the Church must live out this reality. In The Body of God ecofeminist
theologian, Sallie McFague calls the church a sign “of the inbreaking new creation,” as opposed the singular
symbol of the inbreaking of new creation.“It relativizes the church and describes it in terms of the function,
not its being.”® This perspective acknowledges that the church is but one sign, and one voice, among many
signs, and many voices, contributing to the movement of Spirit in all of creation.

We don’t need to control everything. And we don’t need all the answers.All we have to do is respond to

however Spirit is moving within us.And that will look different in every moment for every person.What we
can be certain of, when it comes to the mysterious movements of Spirit, is that Spirit keeps on moving.

Words for inspiration:

Read about the International Church of Cannabis which is depicted on the cover of this issue in conversa-
tion with this news article on Rastafarian practice.

5 Sallie McFague, The Body of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 205.
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Movement to build affordable housing on church land reaches Florida

Castles & Capitalists

Incarcerated Muslims in Florida celebrate Eid with limited accommodations

Clima Injustice: Those Who Face Record Heat Wave in India & Pakistan Did Not Create the Crisis
Oklahoma GOP Approves 6-Week Abortion Ban with $10,000 Bounty for Reporting Violators

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

partners]

Commentaries Author

Liturgy Author

Damon Garcia (he/him) is a writer, video essayist, and public theologian
for a liberative Christianity. His work is inspired by liberation theology,
decolonial theory, and anti-capitalist politics as he helps people unsettle
and untangle the influence of Christian teachings developed to justify
colonization. He is the author of The God Who Riots: Taking Back the
Radical Jesus (Broadleaf Books, 2022). He lives in Santa Maria, California.
Follow Damon’s work on Twitter @whoisdamon and at damongarcia.
com.

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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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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