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TEXTS

October 16, 2022

Jeremiah 31:27-34
Psalm 119:97-104
Genesis 32:22-31
Psalm 121

2 Timothy 3:14-4:5
Luke 18:1-8

What links the texts this week?

The lectionary texts challenge the alleged immutable and static God, offering instead a Mother Bear
who comes bounding towards threats to her cubs with her teeth bared. She is as much a collaborator
as a vindicator for those who have found dominating “saviors” ineffective. The malicious inaction of
oppressors and their sympathizers is in sharp contrast with our Divine Mama who is so quickly moved
to action by our tears. We are able to have hope that a Creator who changes can co-create a new
and more liberated way of thriving for us.

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

Call to worship

Moved-by-our-Suffering God,

we cry out to you!
Woay-Making God,

don’t delay another moment!

And yet,

you call out to us too,Tender One.
You ask for our help, Heartbroken One.

We worship the Radical and Relational Holy Spirit.
The Helper and in need of our help.

Opening Prayer

Sometimes we feel compelled to action and sometimes we need to cry on the sofa. Sometimes we have

fortitude to show up boldly for others and sometimes we need to get ourselves through another day.
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Sometimes the Beloved Community brings us healing, other times group dynamics overwhelm. Our
prayers and our actions intermingle and overlap. They wax and they wane. Consolation and courage comes
and goes. Bless it all, Changing God.

Invitation to Offering

We learn from those who boldly ask for what they need, for they are exemplars of the interdependence
required for living. We learn from those who hold their abundance in open hands, for they are connected
with the ebb and flow of collective care. Let us gather our offerings this day, that needs may be met and
abundance may be shared.

Prayer of Dedication

Mary Oliver wrote “l don’t know exactly what a prayer is. | do know how to pay attention...”. And so
we pay attention to the needs of our community, ourselves included. And we imagine praying as having
something to do with solidarity. Bless our offerings to our mindful attention. Bless our offerings towards
our steadfast showing up. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth in kindness, creaturely ones,

for the Holy does not demand more than we can give.
They invite us to unlock and lift away what holds us down,
that all beings everywhere might be free.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Does your spiritual community tend to pray as though God might be affected? Does communal prayer
intentionally center those of targeted populations with an expectation that God is affected by their
suffering?

* To what extent is your faith community collaborating with local activists who have proven themselves
persistent in pressuring authorities to make just decisions? What structural changes might strengthen
these relationships?

* Does your faith community facilitate and allow space for deeply vulnerable and emotional prayer? What
steps can help ensure that folks with diverse prayer expressions feel held in your faith community?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him).

Cosmic - My grandma prays more than anyone | know. My grandma also has a more classic, conservative view
of God that she learned from her upbringing in Catholic, and later, Spanish-speaking Evangelical churches. So

if we were to get into the complicated details of theology and Biblical exegesis and hermeneutics, my grandma
and | would disagree on a lot. However, this difference has never been a point of contention between us. Part
of the reason is our love for each other. But | believe another major reason is her experience of God through
decades of prayer. She isn’t concerned with precise explanations of omnipotence, or immutability. Underneath
all that there’s a bigger truth that she holds deeply. That truth is that God is affected by us. This is where my
grandma and | very much agree. And that allows us to have a bigger and more open conversation about God.

The image of God that Jesus portrays in this passage is a God that is affected. This God responds to us
because she is moved by us. This God is innately relational, which paints a different picture than some popular
conceptions of God, as detached and unbothered.

Today, another passage in the lectionary is Genesis 32:22-31, in which we encounter the familiar story of
Jacob’s nightlong wrestling match with—a man? An angel? God? Himself? They’re certainly all intertwined in
this scuffle. This God struggles along with us, experiencing life along with us, giving to us, and receiving from
us.

Jesus uses rhetorical comparison to teach in this parable, as he does in other parables, inviting us to imagine
how attentive God truly is to our cries for justice. If a widow can cause an unjust judge, who cares not, to
respond, then imagine how God, who cares the most, would respond.

It’s easy for us to preach with this rhetoric when we teach about less controversial qualities of God. We
preach that, just as we love, God loves all the more. And just as we forgive, God forgives all the more. It gets a
little more complicated to preach that, just as we are affected, God is affected all the more. And just as we are
moved, God is moved all the more. This understanding of God challenges certain classical views of God that
emphasize and prioritize a trait of perfection when speaking of God.

Describing God as affected isn’t just a neat poetic reframing for a nicer image of God to keep in our heads

so we feel more righteous than less “enlightened” and “progressive” people of faith. This isn’t about slick
theological abstractions. Rather, this conception of an affected and relational God is necessary for our
liberation. There is vindication in rejecting popular theologies that prefer a God who is perfect in remaining
unmoved by our actions and our suffering, and who justifies our oppressors’ refusal to be moved. This
conception of God shares lineage with the Aristotelian version of God that many medieval Christian
theologians adopted, who is the impassive and immutable “First Mover”. Abraham Joshua Heschel and Fritz
Rothschild inspire us to move beyond Aristotle’s God, and to turn to the God we encounter in the Bible, who
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isn’t the “Unmoved Mover”, but the “Most Moved Mover”'. This is the God we discover in the Bible, but
also in life.

God, the Unmoved Mover, is an enemy to the powerless, who pray for liberation. God, the Most Moved
Mover, however, is a friend to the powerless, and an advocate for our struggle for liberation.

Made in the image of God, we share this quality of affectedness with God. From this perspective, Mayra
Rivera gives us insight into the Exodus story of the burning bush:

“The one who speaks from the bush has been touched by the cries of the Israelites suffering under
slavery. The cries reach God, and God is moved — inflamed. At that particular moment, the divine
flame caught Moses’ attention — and his heart. Its light and heat draws Moses into divine passion. The

fire is then in Moses as it was in the bush.”?

As God is affected by the cry of the oppressed, so are we. God invites us to respond to that injustice with
action. God invites us to experience the inflamed compassion that she feels. “Be holy, for | am holy” God
says to the Israelites, and from this perspective we can also imagine God calling us to “be moved, for | am
moved.”

Structural - “Listen to what the unjust judge says,” Jesus instructs his disciples. The unjust judge reasons
to himself, “because this widow keeps bothering me, | will grant her justice, so that she may not wear me
out by continually coming.”

The Greek word translated to “wear me out” is hypopiazo, a boxing term which literally means to hit
under the eye, leaving a bruise. As a metaphor it means to be an unbearable annoyance. The judge is so
anxious about the widow’s persistence that he compares her agitation to being given a black eye. This is a
powerful metaphor to use to describe the trouble this widow was causing for this judge.

The NIV interprets this Greek word much more literally than most translations, reading “so that she
won’t eventually come and attack me!” The Message translation follows the NIV by going into even further
amusing detail, reading “otherwise I’'m going to end up beaten black-and-blue by her pounding.” What is
certainly clear is that this judge is fearful for what will happen to his life and his reputation if he continues
to ignore the widow’s pleas for justice. And most importantly, it’s the fear of further agitation that makes
him grant the widow justice. “The great irony of this story,” commentator Bernard Brandon Scott points
out, “is that a judge who neither fears God nor respects man comes to fear a widow, the weakest member

of society.”

1 Abraham Joshua Heschel, Between God and Man: An Interpretation of Judaism (New York: Free Press, 1959), 25.

2 Mayra Rivera, “Glory: the first passion of theology?”, in Polydoxy: Theology of Multiplicity and Relation, ed. Catherine
Keller and Laurel C. Schneider (New York: Routledge, 2011), 176.

3 Bernard Brandon Scott, Hear Then the Parable: A Commentary on the Parables of Jesus (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1989), 185-186.
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The widow had every reason to persist. The widow’s struggle would have been very familiar to Jesus’s
disciples, who lived in a society where a woman’s widowed status left her with no rights or protection. Scott

e

explains that this state of vulnerability was so common that the word, ““widow’ came to mean not simply
a woman whose husband was dead but also one who had no means of financial support and thus needed

special protection.”™

Throughout the Bible God calls for special care and protection for widows, as well as orphans and
foreigners, who shared a similar lack of protection. The prophets commonly speak of God watching for how
the unprotected are treated to determine if a community is righteous or wicked.

This parable of an unjust judge being worn down by a widow’s persistent agitation reminds me of the
persistent agitation and activism that has granted us justice. It would be negligent to assume that each major
policy that has given us a little more freedom was given to us because of our political leaders’ kindness and
compassion for us. Often, we’ve gained more just policies because politicians were worn down and fearful of
the people’s persistent agitation.

A recent example is President Biden’s recent student loan forgiveness plan to cancel up to $10,000 in debt
for borrowers who earn less than $125,000 per year. This debt relief plan is great news, despite it being a
very small amount of the total Jubilee we’re fighting for. But we must exalt the long and difficult work from
debt relief activists that has led to this partial relief.

Journalist Jeet Heer’s article on this story for The Nation, boldly opens with, “[Biden] didn’t deliver student
debt relief out of the goodness of his heart—but in response to a long, well-organized campaign.” Heer goes
on to compare the decision with Franklin Roosevelt’s Social Security Act. Similarly, Roosevelt didn’t provide
senior citizens with social security out of the goodness of his heart. He initially ran on solving the problems
of the Great Depression with the National Industry Recovery Act, “a corporatist alliance of government,
capital, and labor unions.”® The Social Security Act was a result of grassroots activists pushing for the much
more radical Townsend Plan, which promised to give every senior citizen $200 a month, regardless of past
earnings. The Social Security Act ultimately provided only $35 a month to workers whose earnings averaged
$100 a month for 40 years.

Any harm reducing policy that we’ve achieved is the result of grassroots activists working long and hard

to wear down political leaders until they do something, hitting them in the eye again and again until they
respond. This is the persistence Jesus calls us to, both in prayer and in action.

Interpersonal - As we endeavor to be moved as God is moved, it changes the way we pray. How can

4 Scott, 180

5 Jeet Heer. “Biden’s Debt Relief Is Actually a Victory for Left Organizing.” The Nation, August 29, 2022. https://www.then-
ation.com/article/politics/biden-student-debt-relief.

6 Heer
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we “pray always”, and “not lose heart,” as Jesus instructs? Scriptures like this can sometimes bring up
memories of restrictive behavior management that many churches put their communities through. In those
churches, prayer can become another duty on a list in order to be perceived as an authentic Christian.

In that kind of environment, the instruction to “pray always” can bring up feelings of anxiety and guilt.
Because we may already be embarrassed about seldomly praying, ceaseless prayer can feel like an even
bigger burden to bear.

However, the persistent prayer and prayerful persistence that Jesus is illustrating is a type of prayer

that goes beyond words and rituals. From this wider perspective, prayer means to be moved as God is
moved, desiring justice as God desires justice. We look to God for a solution, and she looks to us for one,
depending on one another like lovers. This God responds to us by calling out to us, as we call out to God.

It’s through our tears, our rage, our laughter, our passion, and all sorts of affection that we pray. These
types of prayers are a blessing when we’re exhausted and all out of words. Throughout the past, Christian
mystics have talked about the gift of tears, which come “when the inner fire is intense,” 16th century
Spanish mystic Teresa of Avila explained, and “the heart, no matter how hard, distills like an alembic.”’
These tears are a gift from God when they come without our effort. To weep while we pray is to
experience the heart of God, whose Spirit “intercedes with groanings too deep for words (Romans 8:26).”
In the face of growing indifference, the gift of tears is needed more than ever.

The purpose of these tears isn’t just to lay our emotions bare, but to move us to persistent action. Teresa
also cautions her students, saying “[not] everything is accomplished through much weeping but set our
hands to the task of hard work and virtue.” She encourages them to “let the tears come when God sends
them” and to let these tears “irrigate this dry earth,” and produce fruit. The tears that soften our hearts
can console us, and yet, they can also empower us.

Perhaps Jesus’s instruction to “pray always” and “not lose hope” isn’t giving us a first and second task, but
rather it was Jesus’s way of showing us that it is through prayer that we learn to not lose hope. It’s through
being moved, as God is moved, and responding to that affection, that we cultivate hope. What would

our prayers look like if we prayed like this? What would our spiritual communities look like if we prayed
together like this?

Jesus tells the disciples this parable after teaching them about the imminent kin-dom of God. The kin-dom
of God is emerging, like a mustard seed into a tree; like yeast into bread, growing from within us. Jesus
didn’t teach, however, that prayer is what brings the kin-dom of God, through the hands of a higher being.
Rather, the kin-dom of God is always to come, as we build a better world, and what prayer does is keep
our hope alive.

Pray always. Don’t lose hope. Pray with your community because prayers especially persist in community,
as we call out to God for ourselves and for each other.

7 Teresa of Avila, The Interior Castle. Translated by Kieran Kavanaugh and Otilio Rodriguez (New York: Paulist Press,
1979), 141.
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Words for inspiration:

Consider the lyrics to “Make me Cry” by Jacob Collier

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

‘Blacklisted’” Afgshan interpreters were disqualified from U.S. visas. Now they’re in hidin

Media Indifference To Report On Deadly Chicago Water Contamination An Object Lesson In How
Crime Is Socially Constructed

Burkina Faso’s military leader agrees to step down after coup
Zimbabwe’s treasure trove of lost radical art on display in Harare
Money, Family Responsibilities Limit Indigenous College Attendance

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

Commentaries 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.
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https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-62231113?xtor=AL-72-%5Bpartner%5D-%5Bbbc.news.twitter%5D-%5Bheadline%5D-%5Bnews%5D-%5Bbizdev%5D-%5Bisapi%5D&at_custom2=twitter&at_campaign=64&at_custom4=0CE2A490-41DD-11ED-B03E-C6B74744363C&at_custom3=%40BBCWorld&at_custom1=%5Bpost+type%5D&at_medium=custom7
https://www.publicnewsservice.org/2022-09-27/education/money-family-responsibilities-limit-indigenous-college-attendance/a80762-1
https://www.broadleafbooks.com/store/product/9781506480374/The-God-Who-Riots
https://www.broadleafbooks.com/store/product/9781506480374/The-God-Who-Riots
http://www.damongarcia.com/
http://www.damongarcia.com/

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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