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TEXTS

November 6, 2022

Haggai 1:15b-2:9
Psalm 145:1-5, 17-21

Psalm 98
Job 19:23-27a
Psalm 17:1-9

2 Thessalonians 2:1-5, 13-17
Luke 20:27-38

What links the texts this week?

Across the full breadth of our canonical scriptures and beyond, there remains an expectation that the
Creator sees to the people’s thriving and prosperity. The speakers understand that the people are en-
titled to peace, calling the divine to intervene in ways we tend not to expect today. Where the grav-
ity of our social ills may resign us to assumptions that they are natural, The Holy One in these texts
wasn’t expected to tolerate suffering.

ORDER OF WORSH'P (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship

We are grateful for those who have gone before us
We linger in the wake of their wisdom and love

For artists, prophets, and elders
For friends, contemplatives, and organizers
For kind family members given and chosen

Thank you, oh God

For those who struggled through this difficult life
For those who glowed like fireflies, briefly and brightly
For those who created space for others to find welcome

Thank you, oh God;
We gather to worship changed by the Saints!

Opening Prayer

God Who is With Us, we long for our beloveds who have died. You do not ask us to make a lesson
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of grief. You do not ask us to be like the fall leaves, beautiful in our letting go. How many have died at

the hands of destruction? It did not have to be so! How many have been taken from us through illness,
accident, and suicide? We wear sackcloth and ashes to the grocery store! We ache, rage, and fold ourselves
in. We find peace, get by, and make meaning. Hold it all, Holy Spirit. Hold us, your people, too. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Metaphysics tells us that linear time is an illusion. That time happens all at once. That in another slice of
the cosmos, at this very moment, our loved one who has died is living the best moment of their favorite
day—the sunny garden, the warm embrace, the party full of glee—can you see them tipping back their
heads in laughter? Despite all this sorrow, can you hear them still blessing us?

On this plane of existence, we gather and share our resources to ease the weight of living. To support one
another’s well being that all might flourish this day.

Prayer of Dedication

God of Transformation, may the love and efforts of the wise saints echo blessing upon us. May we pick up
their torch, co-laboring towards liberation. Bless our offerings to this purpose. Amen.

Benediction

Where grief lives in your body and spirit—

may it have space to shape to shift into healing in its own time.

And may you find consolation in the Mystery of the Still Living God,
who holds every generation before and yet to come.

For we belong in this Lineage of Love Unfolding.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* In what ways have you noticed the hubris of the Lawless One present in your own thoughts and
actions? Are any similar tendencies present in your faith community? What law-transgressing, liberating
actions can begin to challenge that tendency in your congregation?

*  What models of transformative justice are most inspiring to you (feel free to do some research!) How
could you use that inspiration to shift the ways your community addresses harm?

*  Who are your faith community/denomination accountable to and how is this justified? Where are they
positioned socioeconomically? How can you strengthen your spiritual community’s accountability to
marginalized populations?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her).

Cosmic - “The problem is that Satan is so much more interesting than God.” Or, at least, that was the running
joke in a seminar | once took on Milton, whose Paradise Lost is so much more compelling than Paradise Regained.
Milton’s Satan, in the former poem, is cunning, rebellious, eloquent, ambitious, and...kind of heroic, honestly. The
recent TV show Lucifer capitalizes on that same fascinating antichrist charisma.

Paul’s “Lawless One” in this passage (or more likely PseudoPaul’'s—the authorship is unclear) is similarly magnetic,
and is probably, for most people, the most interesting element in this passage. It is almost irresistible to try to
identify who this Lawless One is and whether he is here now. The writer of the letter to the Thessalonians

may be inventing this character who “takes his seat in the temple of God” as a composite of the Greek ruler
Antiochus, who sacrificed a pig to Zeus in the Jewish temple in 167 BCE; Nero, whose violent response to a
Jewish uprising in 66 AD led eventually to the Roman destruction of that temple; and/or Titus, who oversaw that
destruction.

Over the years, the Lawless One has allegedly been sighted in political/social/economic foes of all sorts. In the
United States, this passage from 2 Thessalonians was posted ominously in the weeks following the 2016 election
of Donald Trump, and certainly there is a link between a despotic ruler who claims to be God, as the Roman
emperors did, and would-be despotic leaders who claim to do the will of God.

However, the Lawless One has also been associated with individuals and groups that include, for example, Native
Americans, Soviets, Jews, and Muslims, to variously disastrous and dangerous ends. No doubt there are those
who believe that Joe Biden is the Lawless One. (Indeed, a Kansas man was arrested by the secret service this

past January for threatening to assassinate Joe Biden as the antichrist.)

There is something so satisfying in the fantasy that the Lawless One, the epitome of evil, can be safely located
over there, in the Other, and that the Other can then be vanquished by the forces of good. (That is arguably
what happens in the verses omitted by the lectionary: Jesus dramatically overthrows and destroys the Lawless
One.) René Girard is famous for codifying how communities resolve tensions by projecting their negative
qualities onto an individual or group and then expelling them as scapegoat. It is deeply satisfying, and also, of
course, very, very dangerous.

What is the alternative?

What makes Satan so compelling in Paradise Lost and other depictions is that he is usually a more complex
character than God, whom most people attempt to think of as entirely good, innocent, pure, and so on.

Is it possible to think of the divine with as much complexity as that assigned to Satan? Would it be desirable, if
we could? How then would we understand the complexity of human beings “created in God’s image™?
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In the feminist Wisdom Commentary volume on Thessalonians, HyeRan Kim-Cragg points out that “lawless”
could be associated with “anarchist,” not necessarily in the negative sense. Being “lawless” could be a virtue if
the laws are unjust or serve only or primarily to uphold the exploitation of the many in the interests of the
few. Similarly, feminist and queer theologian Marcella Althaus-Reid argued that demons are not necessarily
bad and saints not necessarily good. What if saints are those who represent “goodness” within a problematic
value system (as, for example, in the recent canonization of Junipero Serra, founder of multiple California
missions) and demons those who are disruptive to that system? What does this mean, for example, for how
we think about Antifa, or those who use Black Block tactics in protests and demonstrations?

Adopting a feminist or queer approach to this letter might mean inviting folks to notice where they are trying
to identify people or groups as good or evil and asking what it would mean to take a more nuanced view.
How does that require us to take ownership of our own unconscious or semi-conscious motives, impulses,
and tendencies? What if the “Lawless One” is not an individual but a tendency that runs through all of us?
How then do we work with ourselves and others to ensure that life is protected?

Structural - Incarceration, as it is currently practiced, is justified by the notion that the Lawless One(s)
can be identified as (a) discrete individual(s) and, if not vanquished, at least locked away from the rest of the
(assumably “lawful”) community members.

Of course, we know that it doesn’t work that way. Instead, incarceration aids and abets our projection of any
negative quality in ourselves onto the people who have the fewest resources to fight it—disproportionately
Black, Brown, and Indigenous people, though poor white people are also targeted. Lawlessness, or criminality,
is associated with poor and BIPOC people and decisively not with, for example, bank executives who
conspired to swindle profits from first-time homeowners in the subprime mortgage scandals. Poor people
get prison sentences; wealthy people get bailouts. Lawlessness is almost never associated with those who are
systemically “above the law,” despite that being categorically what the term means. (It remains to be seen if
an exception will occur with former president Donald Trump.)

Similarly, “the law” is not equally available to all people. Undocumented, Black, Indigenous, immigrant, queer
and trans people all have good reason not to seek the help of police or other legal entities. Are these people
“lawless”? Alternative mechanisms of accountability such as transformative justice (T]) have been developed
largely in these communities, out of necessity, because the legal system does not protect them.

Interventions such as T attempt to put forward a more nuanced view of human beings and of harm,
recognizing that theft and harm are often systemic rather than individual, and even interpersonal harm is
often fostered by systemic inequities and violence in ways that belie simple dichotomies of “good” and “bad”
people.

T] processes usually reject punishment for punishment’s sake and instead focus on re-establishing safety,
promoting healing, and making repair. Accomplishing those goals sometimes does require consequences
for harmful actions: for example, a person who has committed harm might be removed from a position
that would allow them to commit the same kind of harm again, or they might be barred, permanently or
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temporarily, from community spaces in which their presence might retraumatize those they have harmed. R|
and T] processes attempt to center the needs of the person who has been harmed while inviting the person
who committed harm into accountability and healing from or remedying whatever conditions precipitated
the harm. Practically speaking, this might include, for example, accountability around seeking therapy to deal
with their own history of being abused. (Research suggests that at least 75% of those who commit physical
or sexual abuse have themselves been subject to abuse.) It might involve being supported in finding secure
employment or housing or being held accountable for learning about patriarchy and toxic masculinity, for
example.

Mia Mingus, a trainer in transformative justice, has defined TJ as “a way to respond to violence within our
communities in ways that 1) don’t create more harm and violence and 2) actively work to cultivate the very
things that we know will prevent violence, such as accountability, healing, trust, connection, safety.”

As wonderful as that sounds, Mingus and other TJ practitioners will be quick to point out that T] practices

are far from utopic. They are often messy and even unsatisfying. People who commit harm often resist
accountability, and even when they do agree to enter into an accountability process, may not be willing to look
honestly at their behavior or follow through on getting help.

How does your spiritual community relate to incarceration? What alternative accountability practices do
people in your community use to create accountability? These practices are not necessarily official T) processes
but might include other mechanisms such as threats, public shaming, and even beating up those who have

done harm. How do we think about these strategies in ways that hold complexity and recognize the role of
systemic inequities and violence in fostering interpersonal harm and violence, remembering, as Hunter Ashleigh
Shackelford has written, that any utopic one-size-fits-all solution would inevitably mimic the rigidity and inequity
of the prison-industrial complex?

In the Inclusive Bible, the “Lawless One” is translated as the “Lost One.” Perhaps with community support and
accountability, lost ones can yet be found or called in.

Interpersonal - As suggested in the above two essays, we might more justly understand the “Lawless One”
not as an individual but as a tendency that can show up in any of us—a tendency toward domination, control,
self-centeredness (worship of the self), and fantasies of supremacy. Owning our own vulnerability to this
tendency helps to circumvent the temptation to project these qualities onto an Other who is then targeted for
destruction.

Read this way, the verses in this passage about “truth” and “the lie” (especially the verses omitted from the
lectionary) are not about Christianity as the one true religion and the apostasy of all other faiths, as they are
often read.

Instead, the truth that we must welcome in order to be saved is the truth about our own fearful and less-than-
loving impulses and the ways we sometimes act on those. This kind of honesty leads to humility and increases
the likelihood of our taking accountability for harms we do.
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What if church, or spiritual community, could become a place where it was safe to admit to struggling
with these tendencies? What if it were a safe place to do this vulnerable work of self-examination and
accountability? What if it were also a place where people who experience harm can get support and find
safety without risking the person who did harm going to prison or being demonized by the community?
What if, instead, when the community becomes aware of someone having committed harm, trusted or
influential members of the community would invite the harmer into an accountability process while others
ensured the survivor’s safety?

One way to move in this direction is for leadership to model a willingness to be honest, a transparency about
struggles with temptation, an acknowledgment of mistakes, and a willingness to make amends.

Another concurrent way is to encourage the mapping of pods within the community. In an effort to promote
accountability and transformative justice, the Bay Area Transformative Justice Collective has developed

the concept of pod-mapping. Mapping one’s pod involves identifying the people in one’s life to whom one
could turn if one a) experienced harm and needed support, and/or b) committed harm and wanted to be
supported in taking accountability. (These two groups of people might not be the same; it is fine to have

multiple pods for different purposes.)

A third way is to practice accountability with one another. This might look like the formation of
accountability buddies who check in with each other regularly about how they are striving to be accountable
to themselves (a good first step) and others. It might also look like practicing accountability in church work;
for example, you could normalize saying things like, “| know | committed to getting the agenda for the
meeting out by yesterday, and | didn’t do that.” You can follow that up with “I will get it out by the end of
today,” or “I am not able to do the agenda by myself; | am sorry. Can someone please help me?”

Maybe we best honor our “chosenness” as “first fruits of the spirit” not by pretending to be perfect but by
becoming more honest and authentic about our fallibility. Then, together, we become a true alternative to

the unaccountability of empire.

Pod mapping worksheet:_https://batjc.wordpress.com/resources/pods-and-pod-mapping-worksheet/

Words for inspiration:

Song that “calls in” Canadian prime minister Justin Trudeau with regard to the sovereignty of the
Wet'suwet’en people: “Stand Down, Come In” by O Pray Tell https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PK-
CVHbSs54
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