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Matthew 5:13-20

spiritual nourishment for collective liberation




TEXTS

February 5, 2023

Isaiah 58:1-9a (9b-12)

Psalm 112:1-9 (10)

1 Corinthians 2:1-12 (13-16)
Matthew 5:13-20

What links the texts this week?

February 5, 2023

The way of righteousness comes with responsibility. Our praise must be connected to our praxis.

Our fasts must bring freedom. We will see to prosperity not just for a privileged few, but for all. We
know that without our struggle for right relationship, our world remains unseasoned and wanting for

the pleasure of our delectable divinity.

ORDER OF WORSHIP

Call to worship

We breathe out
and the forest breathes in.

We reach out for help
and a friend picks up our call.

We feel low when the months are long
and the winter sun warms our faces.

We grapple for purpose
and mutual care grounds us in the everyday holy.

God, you are a Web of Love.
You are the Swirl of Seasons Changing.

You are Inhale and Exhale.
And we all belong in your Cosmic Care.

Opening Prayer

God of Mutuality, we long to be in right relationship. We yearn to honor the interdependence of our

human, animal, plant, and mineral siblings. Ve are tired of legalism, perfectionism, and lies of “personal
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salvation." We long to thrive together—for Compassionate Relationship to be the law of the land. Join
our dream, Living God. Loosen our hearts for the determined work of Love. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Banners hang in the trees where forest defender and abolitionist, Tortuguita, was murdered by the police.
One reads: “No Forest, No Peace.” We gather our offerings today, mourning those who died at the hands
of domination while protecting sacred life.

Prayer of Dedication

Bless those who guard the Holy Wisdom of forests, who tune into the intelligence of root systems and
rest in the light shimmering through canopies. Bless those who shield sweet interdependence from the
violence of domination, for they are the salt of the earth. Bless our offerings to Love Woven Together, a
blanket of protection and care.

Benediction

You are the salt of the earth—

salt cannot lose its flavor,

and you, beloved, cannot lose your inherent Sacred Worth.
You a a Holy part of the Cosmic Whole—

go with the Interdependent God.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  What are your tradition’s beliefs about the nature of humanity? How can your spiritual community
invest further in cultivating right relationship with those marginalized within and outside of the
community?

* Based on what Haiti deserves for its historical disenfranchisement, how could your denomination or
spiritual tradition begin to repair the harms it has done to populations that it marginalizes?

*  What people or entities have you considered powerful enough to take your flavor from you? How can
you reclaim the qualities that are core to your truest, most liberated self?

© 2022 enfleshed




e | February 5, 2023 I

Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her).

Cosmic - We've given the Law a bad name. And that has tainted the dominant Christian understanding of this
passage about salt and light.

Despite the Apostle Paul's gymnastic efforts to defend it, the term “Law” conjures up, at least in progressive
circles, a set of rigid, humanly devised rules that may or may not be enforced, depending on your skin color and
economic class, and that serve, among other things, to protect private property. We think of “the long arm of
the law.”

Read through this lens, Jesus’ insistence that he has come “not to abolish [the Law] but to fulfill [it]” makes

him sound like either a naive goody-two-shoes courting favor with authority or like a newly graduated sheriff’s
deputy fully bought into his role in enforcing “law and order;” no matter how unjust that order. And Jesus’
followers often behave accordingly—acting like moralistic, pietistic prigs: “Look at me! Look at how good | am!”
(Think Emily Ann Lloyd’s perfectly insufferable little “Brittany” in Jodie Foster’s Home for the Holidays.)

This reflects a misunderstanding about the Law, capital-L, that Jesus is talking about.

Contemporary western ideas of law can be traced back to the so-called Enlightenment—the Enlightenment, as
in the European philosophical movement, which is not to be confused (but honestly sometimes is) with Epiphany,
our current liturgical season when we celebrate light coming into the world.

Enlightenment political philosophers were responding to older ideology used to uphold monarchy. That ideology
tended to view human beings as inherently selfish with a propensity toward violence. “Brutish” was a term

that got thrown around a lot, and that’s telling, because the term “brutish” literally just means “animal-like.”
Monarchists’ use of the word reveals their underlying belief that animals, and the natural world generally, were
violent, competitive, and morally degraded. Because human beings were naturally brutish, they needed a strong,
authoritative leader who would make laws and keep everyone else in check. (An argument could be made that
this line of thinking has never entirely disappeared from politics.)

Enlightenment philosophers such as John Locke didn’t so much quarrel with the brutish characterization

of human beings as they emphasized certain inalienable human rights that could not be surrendered to a
monarch—the rights to life, liberty, and (wait for it) property! These philosophers prized individualism and
individual freedoms (and individual property) and developed the political philosophy we now know as democracy.

At around the same time, an apple reputedly fell on Sir Isaac Newton’s head and knocked loose an idea he
called gravity, which contributed to the development of scientific materialism—the idea that everything can
be explained by the interactions of physical matter and the laws that govern it. This led to a tendency to view
everything as objects, a process, we might say, of “thingification.” It leached the magic out of the world.
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Law, shaped by these philosophical currents, became either the rules governing how sovereign property-
owning individuals interact, and/or the immutable ways that things impact other things in a mechanistic
universe.

But the Jewish Law that inspires such passion in the Psalmist that they sing “My soul is consumed with longing
for your laws at all times” (Psalm 119: 20) is something much more alive than that. It refers to the ways that
everything is created to be in right relationship with everything else.

The Law is relational. It reflects how we are always impacting and being impacted by everything else. Salt

is valuable for the way it flavors everything around it. Likewise, salt crystals are gradually reshaped and
crumbled by water and earth. Light is changed by the shadow of everything that passes near it, and it is not
more valuable than shadow. To say that we are salt and light is to say that we impact and are impacted by
everything around us. We are exquisitely relational. And Jesus comes not to change that—not to make us
inflexible and morally superior—but to show us how to live in mutual loving relationship.

Structural - It matters who Jesus is and who he is talking to. Those details shape how we understand what
he is saying in this passage and how we are meant to live it out.

We know that the Sermon on the Mount was delivered by an obscure peasant teacher from Nazareth to
people living within a tiny vassal nation of the mighty Roman Empire. Jesus was speaking to people deemed
unimportant by the powerful—except when they fought back against occupation, at which point they would
be crushed.

So Jesus is not telling Donald Trump or George V. Bush or even Joe Biden that they are the light of the
world. The United States of America is not the city on the hill any more than Rome was. (Cicero apparently
described Rome as “a light to the whole world,” and Jesus, or the gospel writers, may be deliberately
queering that language here, as they did with “gospel” and “Son of God,” both of which were also terms
straight out of Roman propaganda.)

A more accurate contemporary equivalent to Jesus’ intended audience would be, maybe, Haitians.

If we really believed that the people’s movement in Haiti was the light of the world, the place where salvation
was entering the earth, how would that reorient our lives and our politics?

Haiti is currently in an extreme political and human rights crisis. On January 10, the terms of the last
democratically elected senators expired, leaving the country with no functioning democratic institutions. The
prime minister, Ariel Henry, who took leadership following the assassination of President Jovenel Moise in
2021, has so far refused to schedule elections and is ruling by decree while gangs control an estimated 60%
of the capital city of Port-au-Prince. At least 280 murders occurred in the city in November 2022 alone,

and 1,200 kidnappings were reported nationwide last year as gangs demand ransoms in order to fund their
operations.
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Much of the reporting on this crisis within the United States focuses on the present-day chaos without situating
it in the historical context of enslavement, colonialism, predatory international lending, and market-serving
interference by the United States and other powerful nations that continues under the radar to this day. The
Lavalas movement (“the people’s flood”) that formed around the preaching and then political rise of liberation
theologian-cum-president-cum-political exile Jean-Bertrand Aristide is attempting to shed “light” on the way
this moment is a continuation of that history.

And despite the fact that, as the scripture says, “people [do not] light a lamp and put it under a bowl,” there are
plenty of forces that would snuff out a light that reveals inconvenient truths. After all, today’s scripture follows
on the last of Matthew’s beatitudes: “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness....” (5:
10-12).

Last spring, The New York Times published an in-depth feature called_“The Ransom” that details the economic
history of Haiti. The current economic devastation can be traced to French demands that Haiti pay
reparations to France for loss of property when enslaved people threw off the colonial power (Yes, you read
that right: The French demanded reparations from the people they had enslaved for the loss of their labor)) The
Times also reported on the French involvement in the coup d’état that removed Jean-Bertrand Aristide from
the presidency in 2004, when Aristide was mounting a campaign to demand that France repay these funds.
What the Times did not report is the likely US support for that coup d’état because of Aristide’s resistance

to neoliberal development within Haiti. The US is strongly implicated in the political chaos currently unfolding
there. You can read the Lavalas response to the Times article_here.

What would it mean for your community to look to the people’s movement in Haiti as the present-day light of
the world? How can you reflect the light they are trying to shed on the real history of the region?

Haiti Action Committee (US Solidarity Organization):_https://haitisolidarity.net
LGBTQ+ civil society organization in Haiti: https://cepps.org/story/kouraj/

Interpersonal - | don’t know if anyone has told Jesus, but it is not actually possible for salt to lose its
saltiness. Think about it. You can mine it, grind it, crush it, bake it. You can even dissolve it in water, and if you
allow the water to evaporate, you'll have...salt.

That means that if you are salt of the earth, you are always going to be that, no matter what happens to you,
no matter who or what you come into relationship with.

| think sometimes we read passages like this and feel as if there is something we better get busy doing. Ready...
set...be salt of the earth! Be the light of the world!

But what if it's more like recognizing that we are that already, and then really relaxing into it? What if, in Alan
Brehm'’s terms, this passage is less demand and more grace? What if the challenge is simply to lift away whatever
it is that is dulling your shine or diluting your saltiness?

Legend has it that when ancient Assyria conquered the Jews and forced them into exile (the first time), some
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of them never returned. No one knows where they went. They are said to have been scattered throughout
the world, unknown eventually even to themselves. It is further believed that despite this estrangement from
Jewish community, these lost ones remember the Torah in their hearts and continue to live it out, wherever
they are. The spirit of the Law is preserved in them, and no matter what else gets torn down (the temple

in Matthew’s day, global capitalism in ours), the Law will remain. The knowledge of how to live in right
relationship will remain.

The existence of the lost exiles means, among other things, that anytime one meets a stranger, an immigrant,
a refugee, or anyone in need, one can never know that they are not a long-lost cousin and soul friend.

What do you remember, despite everything that has tried to separate you from it? VWhat do your bones
know, not despite but because of everything you have endured?

“The story | want to tell is this: Our lives are not just resistance. Our lives are not just lessons. We are
not heroes. We are not villains. We are human—as beautiful as we are terrible. And we are worthy of the

deepest love.” So writes Danté Stewart in his book Shoutin’ in the Fire: An American Epistle.

You are the salt of the earth, and nothing and no one can take your flavor from you.

Words for inspiration:

“Whatever defamation of character my enemies are spreading about me, | do not feel the need to justify
myself toward them. While discretion obliges me to remain silent, my duty compels me to prevent them
from doing any more harm.”

Toussaint Louverture
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Az0ecJCHOA
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

‘Assassinated in cold blood’: activist killed protesting Georgia’s ‘Cop City’

Kentucky GOP Club Blares Footage Related to Breonna Taylor’s Death to People Innocently Eating
Irma McClaurin on PBS Documentary ‘Claiming a Space’ and Zora Neale Hurston’s Legacy

U.S. asks court to reverse order banning airplane mask mandate to combat COVID

Why Did a Man Starve to Death in an Arkansas Jail?

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

Commentaries Author

Nichola Torbett (she/her) is a spiritual seeker, recovering addict, gospel
preacher, podcaster, writer, resistance fomenter, dog-walker, nonviolent
direct action trainer, and abolitionist. Driven by her passion for both
spiritual formation and social change, she co-founded Seminary of the
Street, a training academy for love warriors, in 2009 and Second Acts, a
liturgical direct action affinity group, in 2014. She is co-editor of
RESPISCENCE: A LENTEN DEVOTIONAL FOR DISMANTLING
WHITE SUPREMACY and a contributor to THE WORD IS
RESISTANCE, a podcast from SURJ-Faith, as well as to GEEZ Magazine,
JESUS RADICALS, THE YOKE, and other radical discipleship
publications.

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
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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 ma-
terials 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

] should be included in

the attribution. No further permissions are needed to livestream worship using these resources.

when enfleshed liturgies are used. If any changes are made to the liturgy, [adapted by

Email info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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