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TEXTS

September 11, 2022

Jeremiah 4:11-12, 22-28
Psalm 14

Exodus 32:7-14

Psalm 51:1-10

1 Timothy 1:12-17
Luke 15:1-10

What links the texts this week?

The “Creator” in these texts comes across as exceptionally cruel to those in marginalized populations
who, while least responsible for whatever abhorrent state their societies have devolved, find themselves
dually suffering among the punished as they contend with the hostilities of their oppressors. While we
know a population’s relationship to power isn’t static, equal punishment for inequal offenses portrays

a distorted image of divine “justice” that leaves us with difficult questions regarding who is most in

need of divine grace - the abusive party or the those harmed? And what happens to those who could
possibly be counted in both groups? Luke 15 offers a comforting frame in which the divine priority is
neither unjustly equal punishment nor slavation of the most powerful, rather the lone lost sheep is
given the most attention because it is most vulnerable.

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

Call to worship

Rhythm of the Cosmos—

Moon Who Pulls the Tide

Tide Who Turns the Sand

Sand Who Houses the Starfish

Starfish Who Echos the Constellations:

Your Ancient Flow makes all things new.
Your Cosmic Womb holds life, death, and becoming.

We gather in the Current of your Wonder.
We Worship your Mysterious Love.

Opening Prayer
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Holy Way Maker, we celebrate the ways we have turned from patterns of harm. We overflow with
gratitude for the expansive ways of living we are learning. And, yet, a grateful heart is not enough; we must
make amends for the harm we have caused out of ignorance. Bless us with fortitude and softness as, out of
an overflow of mercy, we work to repair. Amen.

Invitation to Offering
German mystic, Rainer Maria Rilke, wrote: “We must not portray you in king’s robes, you drifting mist

who brought forth the morning.” We gather our offerings today not to support ways of empire but to
nourish the kin-dom of soulful healing and holy mystery—the drifting mist who brings forth the morning.

Prayer of Dedication

God of the morning and of midnight, God of storm clouds and of gentle breeze—we bring our shared
resources to you that reparations might be made and that healing might be supported. In every season,
bless our offerings to the good of the collective. Amen.

Benediction

May you receive healing from every way you have been harmed.

May you make amends for all the ways you now know better.
May the Compassion of the Living God offer restoration in ways we only dreamed possible.

Go with God who goes with us.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How do you and your faith community decide which voices are most trustworthy, most sacred? What
would it look like for your spiritual community to increase its investment in more marginalized “teach-
ers” who remain in close proximity with the suffering of the oppressed?

*  Who tends to be centered in your ministry’s soteriology (theology of salvation)? What attributes or
priorities might this centering suggest about the Creator whether intentionally or unintentionally? How
can our soteriology ensure that oppressed groups remain the center of divine, and by extension, our
ministerial focus?

* How do you react to people whose theology seems too dangerous or radical? What has been your
response to the arguments of those who thought your theology was too dangerous or radical? How
might you lead a nuanced discussion around how to discern between fears and legitimate dangers in
your spiritual community?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Casey Overton (she/they).

Cosmic - This passage is all too effective in concealing its irony. We’re offered an opportunity to dwell in
this sweet outpouring of Paul’s changed heart bursting with gratitude for the divine mercy that has allowed
him to live life renewed in service of the living God. The funny thing is, though, Timothy, to whom this letter
is addressed, is probably already dead. Furturemore, most scholars agree that Paul isn’t the true author here
because these three pastoral texts deviate so far from uncontested Pauline doctrine and style. So how does
this anonymous Pseudopaul, as | will henceforth refer to them, justify the sanctity and importance of these
words?

Herein lies the irony - Pseudopaul uses Pauline authority to advocate for theology more traditional to
followers of “The Way” than what was newly emerging in the early church. Up until this passage, Pseudopaul
spends this chapter snatching what he calls “false teachers” by their eyelids and dragging them across tiny legos
with hyped-up warnings and sweeping generalizations. He’s smart enough to know, though, that to effectively
discredit a false teacher requires his own stature as a trusted voice among the audience - potential skeptics
who could easily wage the same accusation against him. This author, interestingly, didn’t trust iin his own
authority to make the message compelling, so his sensible solution is to simply borrow someone else’s, which
was something of a common practice at the time. But when we consider who the “false teacher” is.... how

can we not include the guy catfishing under a celebrity’s name when we don’t even know if Paul knew this guy?
(He probably didn’t.)

Amusingly, we have to employ the same sacred skepticism towards this text that Pseudopaul wants their
communities to exercise with these “false teachers.” It demands of us today a careful consideration of the
words of those we consider teachers. It reminds us that their stories, like that of these three books authored
by a benevolent imposter, carry an agenda and may not represent objective truth in the postmodern sense.
What, then, qualifies Pseudopaul to be canonized any more than the flock of so-called quacks he flambées in
the previous verses?

A plethora of pundits with a wide range of expertise or lack thereof could write authoritatively under the
name of a trusted Pastor. | now have a blissful daydream about someone unseating a certain prosperity-
obsessed “spiritual leader” by appropriating his name that sounds like Cole Toe-steam. But an enlightening
conversation | had with my father, an avid listener of Toe-steam’s, clued me in to how said charlatan is able to
maintain the nationwide attention he inherited from his father. Even if his solutions are about as reliable as a
McDonald’s ice cream machine, he does speak to authentic concerns of the human condition to include illness,
financial precarity, and uncertainty of purpose. He knows just enough of his followers’ struggles for them to
feel seen by him in ways that other ministries may have failed.

The Virginia gubernatorial race in 2021 held historic significance despite the breathtaking disappointment of
its conclusion. Three Black women and two leftists would prove to be noteworthy contenders. Two of the
Black women who competed in the Democratic primary are both named Jennifer, and both are from a city in

© 2022 enfleshed




my home area, Petersburg, VA. Interestingly, each made drastically different choices regarding the role of
their hometown in their personal narratives. For Jennifer Carroll-Foy, being born and raised in Petersburg,
a small, majority Black, and economically exploited city, became a key point in her campaigning. She
campaigned as though her political aspirations had her still-struggling hometown in mind and she sought to
gain credibility from her tie to the embattled city. I've inserted some social media quotes from folks who
commented on her campaign. While most of these statements are publicly visible, | have chosen to include
them anonymously.

“..In Petersburg, JCF’s hometown and the centerpiece of her campaign ads, McAuliffe won by 28 points.”

“Every other word out of Carroll Foy’s mouth during the campaign was “Petersburg” and she only got 30% there.
Better than most places for her but still, [never] expected her to lose the city.”

“[a relative] is a pastor and has a church down there, and nobody knows her or claims her. He ain’t even know
who JCF was.”

Jennifer Carroll-Foy could have launched a campaign that stood for the liberation of a suffering people, but
her would-be constituents didn’t trust her because she hadn’t been present in the community. The sanctity
missing from her campaign, and the cause of its exploitative undercurrent, was her unending appeal to a
people with whom she had neglected to remain in a relationship of solidarity.

“Please stop using the suffering of Black people and impoverished Black neighborhoods as political props for your
campaign. It’s happened a few times now in gubernatorial campaign ads and it’s not okay. It’s dehumanizing and
exploitative,” reads another tweet implicitly calling out her campaign (confirmed in a conversation with the
person who authored the tweet).

If God is on the side of the oppressed, what side has Pseudopaul chosen? Is the author’s pseudonymous
smear campaign against false teachers a display of solidarity with those most marginalized among followers
of “The Way”? Has this letter, by its dedication to a more liberating faith, earned its place amidst the
canon?

Structural - “...even though | was formerly a blasphemer, a persecutor, and a man of violence.”

That cop - the raging hyena who you watched drag your sibling out of your arms to their torture and
eventual death - the monster reemerges with a tearful and genuine apology, claiming he’s become an
abolitionist. You later see an Instragram post teasing his speaking tour where he’s saying how abolitionist
theory has this capacity to save people just like him and restore their lost humanity. He inflates with
gratitude for abolitionists who were patient with him enough to allow him to become an example for
other sinner cops like him. You can’t stop the stinging tears of grief for your loved one who will never
return. You know that cop’s “salvation” can’t bring your sibling back.
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This message might bring comfort to people like Paul (being channeled by Pseudopaul) who worry for the
status of their soul after a partial lifetime of cruelty towards the oppressed. Pseudopaul has every right to
be grateful to those longsuffering souls and divine forces who enabled his transformation - He should rejoice
that his own soul has been recovered from sin and death...

But this public celebration can make light of the fact that he isn’t the only or even least fortunate victim of
domination - in focusing on his own vindication, he fails to acknowledge that he himself had victims even if
he may have been one to a lesser extent. Has the author considered that Paul’s victims may not have the
slightest concern for the “redeemed” state of his wretched soul as they continue to endure torture from the
system he upheld? The most harmed and those proximate would be justified in thinking “Paul” to be a bit too
relieved as their loved ones remain in the throes of a state-sanctioned elimination campaign. Where is their
redemption?

I’ve noticed a lot of progressive Christians, particularly those who refer to themselves as “exvangelicals,”
crying out this grateful and sometimes self-congratulatory song of their own salvation. They celebrate
how, if they remain religious, they were so fortunate to be introduced to a God more authentic than the
one imposed on them often in their youth. Overflowing with thanks for the mercy that has allowed them
to escape their roles as hyperreligious persecutors, they seldom express such enthused gratitude for the
salvation of all of their would-be prey, nor do | tend to see reparative efforts towards those communities
still contending with theirs and related hostilities.

While salvation certainly is and should be for everyone, narrative framings that center the salvation of
dominant groups begin to sound like a remixed “all lives matter” of Christian piety. Imagining the “sinners”
most in need of saving as those with the most power can shift how our ministries and even our movements
operate. This shift is dangerous to all who face material threats. It communicates this incrementalist idea that
the liberation of the oppressed depends on some spontaneous Damascus metanoia of their oppressors. It
suggests that God will deliver the oppressed once the oppressors are “delivered” from their corruption first.

What spiritual benefit is it for Pseudopaul to tell a group of Christians that “Christ Jesus came into the
world to save sinners” like him? Regardless of their social standing, what does the audience gain from
thinking any salvific project is complete without the complete material salvation of the communities who
suffer at the hands of Saul-like enemies?

Interpersonal - Despite the questionable nature of his journalistic integrity, Pseudopaul maintains a valid
pastoral concern that many of us are familiar with. Those following “The Way” found themselves drawn to
doctrine that deviated from an earlier expression of this still-emerging spiritual practice. Jouette M. Bassler
explains in greater detail,

“They are denounced with stock accusations, which makes identification difficult, but they seem to have
gnosticizing tendencies (1 Tim 6.20) that are reflected in their belief in a spiritual, and therefore already
accomplished, resurrection (2 Tim 2.18) and in their rejection of marriage (1 Tim 4.3).”
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With a splash of scriptural imagination, we might entertain a scenario where a faction of “The Way,” facing
Jesus’ continued absence as well as their continued subjugation, procured an alternative theology ensuring
that this resurrection that Christ spoke of was something more useful and less spiritually lethal than a lie.
Instead of leaving their community completely, they reconfigure the resurrection as spiritual, not material.
Their rejection of marriage may, on its surface, appear to be another spiritualization of their doctrine
towards higher metaphysical aims, but Bassler reveals why these “false teachers™ rejection of marriage
carried material implications.

“Their influence threatened the theological and social fabric of the church, especially regarding the
role of women. The political climate added further difficulties. It was characterized by suspicion of
groups that might disrupt cultural norms and social stability (see Pliny, Epistle 10). This created a need,
reflected in these Letters, to adapt to the prevailing social expectations in order to avoid persecution.”

Nichola Torbett also dicussed the importance of family relations and Jesus’ revolutionary call to eschew
them in her recent essays.

“In that culture, your bloodline dictated everything about your place in the society--your status,
your wealth, your work, your identity, your community of equals, your degree of honor or shame.

It designated where you fit into the oppressive systems of the Roman empire. Like any oppressive
system, the Roman empire relied upon everyone to play the part that has been prepared for them...

This fringe community’s decision to reject marriage was also a rejection of a vital state mechanism by which
control over subjects’ economic status could remain predictable under its influence. This would also mean
that the state holds a vested interest in enforcing compliance with its favored domestic arrangements. As
with any state, some threat of violence would be the coercive measure used to keep subjects “cooperative”.

In response to all of this, Pseudopaul borrows Pauline authority and emphasizes divine mercy to encourage
not only their return to the “proper” fold but to keep others from following their lead. Even with The Way
being a relatively new theological expression of Judaism, Pseudopaul attempts to forge a commitment to a
level or orthodoxy not only for tradition’s sake but to protect his laity from state antagonism. However, his
stern admonition is waged against all those who found the “orthodox” disadvantageous for them - These
communities’ adjustments to whatever constituted “proper” doctrine were conceived from spiritual needs
going unmet. Instead of co-discerning strategies to address these outstanding spiritual requests in their
community, Pseudopaul leverages the fear-based approach of appealing to a spiritual authority he likely had
never spoken to.

Have you ever found yourself in a similar situation, and if so, what side were you on? Perhaps, like many of
us, you've been the fearful pastor pointing to potentially outdated words of bygone leaders to validate a
“safer” orthodoxy. Perhaps you’ve also been among those who dare to depart from widely held religious
convention in order to co-create a more liberating spiritual life. In either of these groups, what interrogative
measures can you employ to determine the veracity of spiritual authorities? How do you ensure that your
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inclination to, at worst, capitulate to become more palatable to the state, isn’t influenced by a false teacher?

Bibliography

Jouette M. Bassler, “The First Letter of Paul to Timothy” in The Harper Collins Study Bible

Words for inspiration:

“I am an expression of the divine, just liek a peach is, just like a fish is. | have a right to be this way... | can’t
apologize for that, not can | change it, nor do | want to...”
- Alice Walker

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Pakistan floods: Appeals for aid as 119 more die in a day

Shaquille O’Neal backs Australian Indigenous vote

Letter from Africa: How racism haunts black people in Italy

RIP Reliable Sources—and Corporate Media’s Willingness to Examine Itself

A ‘Tsunami of Shutoffs’: 20 Million US Homes Are Behind on Energy Bills

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