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Hebrews | 1:29-12:2




TEXTS

August 14, 2022

Isaiah 5:1-7
Psalm 80:1-2,8-19
Jeremiah 23:23-29

Psalm 82
Hebrews | 1:29-12:2
Luke 12:49-56

What links the texts this week?

AUgUSt | 4, 2022 ———

In these texts, there is sowing and reaping - a pervading awareness that what comes next is inextricably

related to what comes before - that our future is also bound up in our past.As co-creators, we are

agents in our own salvation, and those who dominate still cannot hold the power to determine our

futures. So we fix our gaze upon an age of abundance we haven’t seen outside of our dreams, and our

shared narrative allows us shared images of liberation to meet us in the quiet, solemn hours.

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

Call to worship

By faith we get up in the morning,
learning from the rising sun how to begin again.

By faith we go out into the day,

courageously asking God to meet us where we are.

By faith we gather together,
honoring the Divine Light in one another.

By faith we fan the flames of justice—
for we have known the Spirit of Transformation.

Come, let us worship the Faithful One,
the Living God is in our midst.

Opening Prayer
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God of the joyful morning and of the dark night of the soul, thank you for your sustaining love. Sometimes
it feels easy to be connected to your compassion. Other times, we grapple for ways to be faithful to the
path of love. Unjust systems distract and divert us. Ground us in your steadfastness, Living Christ, that we
have clarity and courage to live by your example.Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Rev. Howard Thurman, mystic and scholar, speaks of faith as “keeping alive the dream,” saying “for as long
as a person has a dream in their heart, they cannot lose the significance of living.” Let us keep dreams of
thriving alive for ourselves and one another by gathering our shared resources on this day.

Prayer of Dedication

Out of faithfulness to your radicial and creative love, oh God, we give these offerings to our community, and
in doing so, give them to you. For the Holy Spirit moves within us and among us. Thanks be to God. Amen.

Benediction

We go from this place not alone
but among a cloud of witnesses.
Blessed by the wisdom of the elders
and led by the dreams of the young,
let us co-create resurrection

this day and always.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Go through all of the scriptural events which are most significant and personally important to you. Con-
sider whether those stories are historical and what those stories might have provided to their audienc-
es at that time. Does this shift your reading of these stories!?

* Does your spiritual community collectively engage in any interfaith gathering in community with Jewish
people? Would your corporate articulations of the importance and centrality of Jesus be well-received
in such a space? What changes would need to be made?

* Research your religious heritage and all of its influential figures. Take inventory of your spiritual lineage
and make changes or additions according to the legacies that are most attentive to the suffering.
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Casey Overton (she/they).

Cosmic - The God who created earth and humanity in single days

The God who wiped out humanity and flooded the entire earth in a month

The God who plagued all of Egypt including eliminating every Egyptian first-born son in a night
The God who passed the entirety of the Law to Israel in a month

The God who saved Israel from a genocidal king in a moment

If we seek to behold the might of our ‘sovereign Lord’, these are probably the worst examples yet most
attested to. Most science-believers have cultivated a sturdy faith that has weathered tempests of doubt and can
therefore withstand a reality where none of these events are historical. In the academic sense, these narratives
are all myth by definition. The dichotomization of the natural and supernatural compels us to sensationalize
supernatural activity, particularly that of our reportedly omnipotent Creator. Surely when the power of the
almighty YHWH - The matchless name that evades pronunciation - intervenes in our feeble space-time-bound
universe, the effects must overwhelm the human senses... (because natural, carnal human sense is somehow a
good measurement for supernatural divine activity?)

We now know this not to be the case. No reliable historical record recounts any single world-shattering
event. Neither has the earth nor anything on its surface metamorphosed in a single day or moment.We
also recognize that none of these seismic moments in the Israelite’s recorded history brought any lasting
deliverance from oppression - myths, while powerful, are limited.

The God in Christ who saved all of humanity in three days.

This one we keep. Jesus is historical. The cross was not a myth.There are thousands of lynched ancestors, Black
and otherwise branded by oppressors, who bore witness to the cross.These martyrs know better than anyone
that it did not secure their deliverance.The ever-abundant Kindom, especially for them, has yet to arrive. Black
folks enslaved in Turtle Island and stripped of their religious heritages needed an alternative mythos to the
colonial Christian one attempting to pass off their oppressor and savior as the same face. Black ancestors then
inserted themselves into the Israelite heritage not to assert a biological tie but because of the resonance of
experiences. Unbeknownst to colonizers, Black folk Christianity was pragmatic in that its shared story offered
the consolation of placing the enslaved within a long lineage of those delivered from death by a God who eats
crackers for breakfast.

What these mythological events accomplish with great theological expediency is uniting disparate communities
around a shared “history” that God is said to initiate. Creation, while crumbling under the burden of
domination’s warfare and terror, inserts God into the beginning of the narrative to ensure that dominating
forces cannot convincingly set their conclusion.The God who saw to this people’s beginning will see to their
destiny- often one with eternal hope.This blessed interpolation is divine and salvific in many ways. So does
creation respond to God or does God respond to creation? Wouldn’t the bigger faith be the one that can hold
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more than a single possibility?

Structural - Hebrews is regarded as, “the only document that contains a sustained argument on the
nature of Christ; its origin is unknown and thus its connections to other early Christian writings are
unclear, and it is often perceived as the New Testament’s most anti-Jewish text.” as Jewish Bible scholar
Pamela Eisenbaum explains in the Jewish Annotated New Testament.

The language of Jesus as “perfecter of the faith” in 12:2 is and should be challenging to a Jewish audience

or any Christian with sympathy for Jewish people. Before Jewish history was blended into colonizer
Christianity’s acai smoothie bowl, this text would have been just as challenging to the Jewish audience it was
intended for.

Hebrews is a Jewish book written for Jewish people. Its theological assertions are insisting upon a
reformation of Jewish faith - not its elimination. But at what point is a faith reformed and reconstructed
beyond recognition? At what point must its unfamiliar countenance take on an entirely distinct identity?
Anti-Jewish Christians suddenly develop a PhD-worthy understanding the futility of reform measures on
irredeemable systems when the system, religious or otherwise, was not of their own construction. Judaism,
however, never sought nor needed redemption.The Judaism abolitionists - known commonly as antisemites
- pontificate on the savage, underdeveloped, wilderness state of the Jewish faith that demanded a pioneer
(interesting translation of the word archégos in verse 2) such as Jesus to civilize it. According to their
narrative, the Creator had to send Pioneer Jesus to the wild, unkempt terrain of Judaism to mow it down,
extract whatever raw, unrefined resources it boasted, and construct a properly faithful nation, under God,
indivisible, with liberty and justice for all*.

This supersessionist religious narrative is also a myth in both the academic and colloquial senses.This
“argument” (for lack of a term less dignifying to bigotry) concerns the centrality of Christ for salvation
which is the cornerstone of Christian doctrine. If not to establish objective Truth, why was mandating this
Christology so crucial for the community of Jews who were the intended audience of this text? What did
the original Jewish audience stand to gain from the end of their beloved tradition as they knew it?

Well, the thing about bigotry is that it isn’t very fond of critical historical analysis. Bigotry prefers we
disregard the context that sprouted this text and its anonymous authorship in favor of the narrative that
maintains its sense of control. Huub Van De Sandt, author of “The Jewishness of Jude-James-Hebrews in
Light of Purity” in Jews and Christians in the First and Second Centuries: How to Write Their History corrects this
distorted understanding of why and how the book of Hebrews evolved into the theologically sophisticated
“Christian” epistle we know it to be. He posits a historical state of Judaism that was indeed in need of
reform so-to-speak, but not because it was inherently inferior. Rather, the pastoralul-minded author of
Hebrews emphasized conventional Judaism’s inferiority because it became inaccessible.

“Hebrews on the other hand seems to represent a period when the Temple cult was no longer

available and couldn’t be practised. The replacement of ritual by moral purity and all implications in
Heb 91-10:18 appears to support the evidence that the composition of Hebrews in its present form
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must have been undertaken post 70 CE”

Their reference to ritual and moral purity here gestures towards the centrality of the Temple in Jewish
worship.“In fact, traditional Jews, even if they had come to faith in Christ, still love their motherland, were
zealous for the Tora and prayed in the Temple,” he continues.The Temple was a grand unifier of faithful
practitioners and was the literal residence of God whose imminence was reified beyond its veil. When the
70 CE revolution left the Temple in a heap of ruins, any Jewish spiritual leader with a soul would have been
desperate for means to console a devastated people, especially if they also had waning hope in a supposed
messiah who remained absent after an entire generation.“The author shaped the arguments to address the
question of how Christ might constitute access to God in an age when the pre-eminent symbol of mediation
was no longer available.”

Hebrews is not a theological manifest staking colonial claim on Objective Truth. It is a coarse yet loving
response to the impending despair that could spiritually incapacitate a religious minority. Its controversial
claims demand neither conquest nor crusade to enforce their integrity. The balm Hebrews offered to a
hurting population is the only Truth to which a modern audience is strictly obligated.

“In the aftermath of the destruction inflicted on Jerusalem and its sanctuary, Hebrews offers relief,
encouragement, and consolation. According to this letter, all sacred places, be it Mount Zion, Jerusalem,
or the Holy of Holies of the sanctuary, are inferior to where Jesus now resides.”

Interpersonal - Can we embrace radical honesty for a moment? Some of y’all’s clouds of witnesses are
musty. They’re giving sulfur rain clouds or Pig Pen from Peanuts. Hebrews’ sermonic listing of all of the heroes
of the people’s history - myth and otherwise - was possible due to their having accepted a shared story with
figures who could be clearly identified as agents for the people’s collective triumph. Maost Westerners in the
imperial core don’t have that. Oppressor nations adopt false narratives and in the so-called United States’
case, a civil religion, to pacify their masses into not noticing the daylight robbery of their own ethnic, religious,
and ideological heritages. In exchange, we’re force-fed the (mis)accomplishments of filthy capitalists, parasitic
politicians, academy-approved “intellectuals,” and slaveholders to exalt as icons.

Even our religious heritages can be infiltrated by figures with greater concern for maintaining a sense

of interpretive authority than serving their vulnerable neighbors.As Black people go back and fetch our
indigenous spiritual technologies like ancestral veneration, we find ourselves expanding how relation is
conventionally considered to include non-familial revolutionary figures who earn their place in our collective
genealogy by the radical care they enfleshed in their lifetimes. The anonymous author of Hebrews employs a
similar process.

“Instead of focusing on the heroes’ leadership roles, Hebrews emphasizes the characters as largely set
apart from the people... the heroes aren’t distinguished by their comrades...they are distinguished from
them.The list functions as a kind of genealogy for the community; it creates a lineage independent from
the people of Israel because the heroes are portrayed as outsiders and includes non-Israelites.”
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For a Christ-hopeful community that may feel threatened, alienated, yet still united by a radical vision for the
future, Eisenbaum explains that these are the qualities the author chose to accentuate even if that meant the
list diverged from what would have been expected from a Jewish collective. They reclaimed the agency to
choose their own forebears and thereby take up a legacy to be followed as opposed to one that could be
imposed upon them.

In settler-colonial culture, our heroes are usually imposed on us, and even the people’s heroes we choose
can easily suffer from whitewashing; Their legacies are disfigured in their death like that of Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr.Yet the fully-contextualized narrative of Hebrews is a masterclass in community care and nation
building (in the revolutionary sense).VWe get to decide whose work should transcend lifetimes.VWe decide
whose faithful endurance smuggled foretastes of liberation to our famished foreparents.

This is your opportunity to begin a healing work that you may not have known you needed. This exercise
becomes less about the information that someone else can provide you and more about the information
residing in your own narrative and DNA.You can take the initiative to gather with those whom you consider
your community to craft a common genealogy for yourselves that meets your collective spiritual needs and
inspires you to continue their radical work for targeted populations. Responsible research may reveal names
that need eviction from your court of venerables, especially for those with colonizer kinship. By recreating
our spiritual genealogies and actually living in accordance with the values therein, we raise up a formidable
opponent to the disinheriting devices of domination. Our stories will be stolen back from our enemies.

Bibliography
Pamela Eisenbaum,“The Hebrew Letter” in the Jewish Annotated New Testament

Huub Van De Sandt, “The Jewishness of Jude-James-Hebrews in Light of Purity” in Jews and Christians in the
First and Second Centuries: How to Write Their History

Words for inspiration:

“Ancestors are the benevolent guiding spirits that we are and can be constantly in touch with.”

- Toni Morrison
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

“Immense Frustration”: Monkeypox Spreads Amid Slow U.S. Response, Few Vaccines;WHO Declares Emergency
Hidden Menace: Massive methane leaks speed up climate change
Strikes Force Fuel Price Reduction in Paraguay

Economist Jayati Ghosh: Global Debt Crisis Is Perfect Storm of Unrest, Economic Disaster, Starvation

Was the Pope’s Apology over Catholic Abuses at Canada’s Indigenous Residential Schools Enough?

[enfleshe]d 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 communications strategist and
spiritual activist who is deeply vested in the development of healing
cultures.They are the editor of “Liturgy that Matters”, an enfleshed
publication. She also serves as the associate director of communications
for an organization that supports organizing and advocacy for housing
justice.As a multispiritual worker, they love being immersed in coopera-
tive interfaith dialogue while creating restorative space for those margin-
alized within or beyond faith institutions. She’s also an amateur poet,
nap-taker, and time-bender. She resides in the stolen Powhatan lands now
called Richmond,VA.. Follow her on Facebook and Twitter for more

content and updates!

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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