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Deuteronomy 30:15-20
Sirach 15:15-20
Psalm 119:1-8
1 Corinthians 3:1-9 
Matthew 5:21-37

What links the texts this week? 

The selected passages are heavy in their commandeering tone. They can convey a frenzied moralism 
that, if not adhered to, will have a deleterious impact on the entirety of humanity. The God of “law 
and order” sounds much more cop than caregiver, and our faith requires a loving recharacterization. 
The message progresses to clarify that the commands and statutes of God have a primary concern for 
right relationship with our land and one another. Divine law doesn’t need to be framed as dictatorial. 
It can be as natural as that of gravity and photosynthesis which enables us to have abundant life.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Living God, Your Divinity is expressed through our bodies!

Intimacy, connection, and mutuality—
Sacred Wisdom learned through our bodies.

Creativity, grief, and praise—
Sacred Wisdom learned through our bodies.

Boundary-setting, resistance, and rest—
Sacred Wisdom learned through our bodies.

We gather in body and breath, in wisdom and wonder.
The Holy is with us and we are with Them!

Opening Prayer

God, whose body is the cosmos, You hold the complexity we feel in our bodies: when negative self-talk 
echos, when illness returns, when chronic pain is an unwelcome companion, when histories of trauma 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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store in our cells. Your blessing lands within us as we are.

Accompany us as we honor our flesh today. Dream with us as we work towards softness and access for all 
bodies. Thank you for our animal and plant elders, embodied examples of non-judgement. In the name of 
our teacher, Jesus, amen.

Invitation to Offering

Systems of domination make kindness to our bodies difficult, trampling on our birthright of gentleness and 
consent. And so, we offer gentleness and consent to each other—collecting what we have to share and 
receiving what we need. Come, the Spirit of Abundance awaits. Let us meet Her here today. 

Prayer of Dedication

We dedicate these offerings to the liberation of all bodies—children, elders, people with disabilities, People 
of Color, women and nonbinary people, trans people, fat people, people who do not fit into social beauty 
standards, people who are imprisoned by the state. Freedom! Support! Love! All of us deserve the ability 
to flourish into our Authentic Selves! Amen.

Benediction

May the Holy Wisdom of our bodies guide us, like a moonbeam,
towards gentleness and liberation.

For, no matter the relationship we have with our bodies,
the Living God deems us blessed.

Go with God,
who expresses Herself through us.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 How does your spirituality respond to a fat Black femme body? How does your faith community honor 
and protect devalued bodies including your own?

•	 How much of your leadership develops the innate capacities of your community members to also be 
co-leaders? What are some parts of your work or ministry that could be more community-led?

•	 Who are the multitudes who have gone before you in the daunting tasks you’ve set out for? In what 
ways could you seek their guidance to help you discern the safest pathways?

February 12,  2023

© 2023 enfleshed 



February 12,  2023

© 2023 enfleshed 

Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Casey Overton (she/they).

Cosmic - Colonial God strolls the gardens enjoying the breeze and happens upon a sovereign and naked people. 
He notices their shameful state. Before banishing them from the only lands they have known as home, he covers 
their nakedness so they can be assimilated into righteousness. Due to the savagery of using the resources 
available in their own lands by their own volition, He inflicts punishment on their bodies in particular. The 
punishments are not meted out equally - the woman receives more restriction and more acute suffering than 
that given the man. 

Persisting now, cultures who are less clothed and who decorate their bodies remain stigmatized as “savages”, 
their improper dress becoming one of the first “corrections” as Colonial God roams their gardens, and punishes 
their sustainable use of the resources freely available to them. Those who celebrate or refuse to find shame in 
their bodies are viewed as immoral, incompetent, and unfit for leadership. This shame and the resulting morality 
is also gendered, and so justifies the religio-ideological assault on the Black/Indigenous femme body. Sabrina 
Strings calls out how race scientists fixated on the Black femme body explaining,

“Previous scholars have noted that black women commanded a great deal of the attention of late 18th-
early 19th century race scientists. Their exploration of historical documents revealed that much of what 
was written by Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment race scientists used deleterious depictions of not just 
black people, but black women specifically (Smedley 1993).”
… 

“What has been under-examined is black women’s representation as indulging in all sensory desires, meaning 
typically the sensual appetites both sexual and oral. Thus, while black people were commonly used as the 
“anti-subject,” the “uncivilized” foil for white, civilized, self-controlled persons, black women were typically 
the explicit sub-population marked as “lacking in moral restraint” and “given to excess” in such comparisons 
(Smedley 1993).”

So in the way that we can become consumed with policing the size and shape of our flesh, we are reflecting a 
colonial obsession that aims to pathologize us, especially those who have more and/or darker flesh than others. 
This religious vilification of the flesh, with roots reaching far into antiquity, is much more heinous in its post-
enlightenment colonial forms. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy notes how Jewish philosopher Philo of 
Alexandria was acculturated into hostility towards the body but he qualifies it through comparatively charitable 
religious engagement. 

“But at the same time, the knowledge of the body can be only phenomenological, while real research is 
ontological. This can explain Philo’s violent attacks on the body: it is a tomb (following the Platonic play on 
words comparing the body to a tomb), a nosèma (disease), a vase unable to contain its desire, and most 
frequently a burden of flesh. But all this verbal violence is addressed more to human error on the value of 
the body than to the body itself created by God.”
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Human error on the value of the body. The body, in its requirement of continuous resourcing to maintain itself, 
is devalued and depreciated. The body, but especially the Blackfemme body, becomes a liability and a form on 
which to project whiteness’ licentious desire and insatiability. But we can’t leave the irony unattended - these 
are the quintessential tenets of capitalism which uses BlackIndigenous people as its scapegoats and sacrificial 
lambs as it exiles them from their Edens. The fat black freeloading welfare queen trope is a mirror to 
colonizers who are the true cankerworm, locust, ticks, and leeches of the earth. Strings explains further that,

“This scientifico-religious discourse suggested that white ‘civilized Christians’ should not overindulge 
in food, helping attenuated eating and slim frames become racially and religiously coded as signs of 
superiority. Overeating and fatness were simultaneously considered signs of the barbarous ‘inferior’ racial 
‘Others,’ and was commonly associated with black womanhood.” 

Now, we’re apologizing for eating in our own homes on a work zoom. We apologize for the 
unprofessionalism of eating. We’ve had foisted upon us this dichotomization of the flesh and spirit, the former 
being presented as a danger with minimal hope to avoid succumbing to its supposedly adversarial wiles. The 
Corinthians’ jealousy and quarreling are of the “flesh’’ with the spirit being offered as the intangible superior. 
The only certain way to sever the link between flesh and spirit is death. What does humanity gain through 
disconnection from our bodies? After all, it is the hungry who struggle to ensure all are fed. It is those who 
have been battered who are fighting cop city. It is those who are most fully incarnate who are the most 
dispossessed. 

Perhaps we are given bodies to further testify to our full goodness. Our bodies are the material signifiers of 
where and how we must show ourselves righteous. Our bodies, as sites of violence, degradation, and other 
traumas, must be intended as sites of liberation. Otherwise, our embodied experience would have no feeling 
at all. Otherwise, there would be no cross nor resurrection. Not only Jesus’ cross, though. His cross, like all 
violence, is foretold by those of previous incarnations - Hagar, Yocheved, Vashti, Gomer, and especially Eve 
who befriended a prudent serpent who taught her to self-determine. For those of us with plenty to lose by 
subjecting ourselves to a god who meets our material form with contempt, maybe we can reimagine our 
deity or dieties knowing that neither our faith nor our resurrections revolve around denying the divinity of 
our flesh.

Structural - This passage is an astounding instance where Paul misses the forest for the trees. He makes 
assertions that are almost gaslighty in their contradictions, and much of the church embraces this approach 
as exemplary. What I can argue is the invaluable feature of Paul’s response is his attempt to flatten the 
hierarchies that have the Corinthians turning against each other. The people are beginning to ascribe Paul and 
his leading companions outsized authority, so he endeavors to disperse that power. If only he had endeavored 
in earnest.

I’m relieved to report that this fine February is not one of those occasions where I have to address, yet again, 
the scriptures’ tacit support of the institution of slavery. Where Paul tells us that we are all God’s “servants”, 
the translation is “synergos” which, as you can tell from modern derivatives of this word, translates to a 
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collaborative relationship denoting that of colleagues, not slaves. But what precedes is an analogy that compares 
this ministry work to agricultural labor - Paul identifies himself and his apostle acolytes with the hardworking 
common person. He’s no transcendent deity whose glory must be defended. He’s just a little guy in the field 
right along with you.

And all of this may have been transformational or even convincing if Paul didn’t spend the first half of the 
passage condescending his entire congregation. Proletarian Paul rode his white regal horse into chapter three 
crowned in full paternalism - his was the masculine burden of being the reasonable one who must determine 
what his child will eat because they can’t even feed themselves. This is because they’re behaving “fleshly” and 
“human” - spoken like a god himself since, apparently, Paul would never stoop so low as to behave humanly. 
(What unserious God would embrace humanity and become enfleshed??) When Paul’s childish people simply 
change their wayward behavior, the community can prosper.

Youth liberationists will tell you that erratic or unsafe behaviors are not necessarily features of childhood any 
more than adulthood but could be the product of repressive social order that denies children autonomy.  

“The purpose of these arguments is not to show that it is impossible to explain the status of subordinated 
demographic groups in reference to their biological differences. Rather, it is to demonstrate that there are 
social structural or material explanations that can also account for the social hierarchy and the perceived 
differences between demographic groups …there is no way for us to determine how much of children’s 
childishness is the result of their innate attributes and how much is the result of their social position.”

There is a similar dynamic in the role of the “pastor” which assumes the incompetence of the masses - capable 
people are likened to sheep and often formed as such. They will begin to recover their siphoned esteem by 
identifying with notable leaders since their position denies their own capacities. The peoples’ deference to and 
defense of their leaders becomes tantamount to self-defense as such hierarchical roles inherently assert that 
the masses don’t have the capacity to protect or educate themselves. Ashanti Alston speaks of Ella Baker’s wise 
response to this tendency,

“Ella Baker was key in the early Civil Rights Movement where she pushed for the students and the young 
folks to reject the older Black leadership that were pretty much held by the Black ministers, the preachers, 
you know, because they kept holding the students back. And Ella Baker, who was an old woman at the 
time, told the students: ‘you must become your own leadership’ and she pushed for a kind of leadership 
that was community based. She wanted people to get away from the charismatic preachers or the 
leadership of the educated ones.”

Reverend Doctor Paul has written a letter casting himself as a fellow proletarian with people who will need 
the letter read to them because they’re illiterate. Paul’s insistence that he’s “one of them” cannot be so easily 
internalized. Corinth would have been one of the few places where Paul actually did work a job although not in 
agriculture. Since Paul wouldn’t have worked long-term, his status as a “worker” feels feeble at best. Even the 
act of writing and sending letters is thought to be a costly enterprise that exceeds the average paycheck in our 
time. This combined with the unnecessary grandstanding in verses 1-4 means the first half of the passage was 
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likely to have confiscated credibility from the second half’s sudden egalitarianism.  

Paul is shrewd to challenge our reliance on hierarchy to maintain our comfort or structure labor that only 
stands to become stratified through it. Paul is making this sorry attempt to flatten these hierarchies and 
neutralize the toxic rivalries preoccupying much of his concern in this letter. Yet we find that his disembodied 
challenge to a feature of domination is not enough to unsettle or dismantle it, especially when his employment 
of status, shame, and condescension contradict his point.

People who have been disempowered will turn to charismatic leadership to supply esteem and a sense of 
collective identity in which they can take pride and engineer substances resembling solidarity. Their lived 
experience has undermined their trust in their own ability to self-steward through life’s chaos. If Paul’s 
audience was receptive to his words, Paul ensured that it was because of his authority rather than the 
impassioned “everyman” populist performance. The solution to cults is empowerment, not degradation.

Interpersonal - Design is how authorities convey where you should and shouldn’t be. Whether on a street, 
in a park, or at an Ikea store, design tells you where you are welcome and where to invest your attention. 
When I started going to the river, I remember feeling a little unsettled that there were minimal instructions 
on how to get down to the water from the rocky, sloped riverbank. I wanted someone more skilled or more 
agile than myself to show me the way, but I go alone. I was scared that I’d fall and get hurt if I tried going 
down the rocks on my own. I thought I would be safe if someone led me. If I stumbled, they could catch me.

Wesley, Luther, Calvin… Pope Francis, Joseph Smith, Sweet Daddy Grace… Barack Obama, Ruth Bader 
Ginsberg, and Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. It’s the way they philosophize and theologize. Their confident smiles 
and arousing speech. Their “unyielding” advocacy and angelic voices. Our leaders have a way of captivating us 
with whatever transcendent qualities we consider majestic and aspirational. At the very least, we figure that 
they are better suited to show us the way. 

As I stood near the rocky decline of the riverbank, I knew I had to rely on my own body. I kept scanning and 
inspecting in attempt to discern the safest way down. In time, I noticed that rugged individualism deceived me 
into thinking that I was the sole proprietor of my success or failure. Once I divested my attention from the 
intimidating rocks, I noticed that the dirt was with me, and I began to ask the dirt for help. The dirt told me 
of its hard and packed-in places. “These spots where I’m packed in tight,” said the dirt, “are how all of you 
go down the rocks.” Dirt reminded me that I was not a clueless individual, but a member of a community of 
rivergoers. All of their footsteps made over centuries changed Dirt, and Dirt told me exactly where my step 
was likely to be safe. 

Reclaiming our power involves us being willing to examine why we don’t trust ourselves to achieve the same 
transcendence or divinity as our pastors, politicians, and other faves. Trusting in our own capacity doesn’t 
mean relying only on the tools available to us in our immediate reach - we have immeasurable wisdom 
to gain by seeking the counsel of those who have traversed the paths lying ahead of us whether they are 
still embodied in this plane or not. Our orientation to their wisdom becomes the pivotal, determinant 
factor- do we resolve to embody their wisdom or do we seek to only admire it? Why does their majesty 
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seem unattainable to us? Why do we seek a guide or representative in people who seem better “suited” 
for powerful roles than we consider ourselves capable? Is your relationship with those you admire one of 
validation and direct empowerment (not by proxy)?

Paul and Apollos’ followers may not have seen any pathway for themselves to achieve what their leading 
deacons had. For them, the most accessible or next-best approach was to identify themselves with their 
leader and assert that leader’s supremacy over other leaders. 

Those of us who are leaders can get so consumed by the hustle of dozens of people’s needs tugging at us 
that we disregard the critical part of our job description that, ideally, makes our roles obsolete once so many 
others can co-create similar outcomes in their own unique ways. We consider scarcity a high compliment; 
the idea of someone being replaceable makes us uneasy because our capitalistic understandings are prone 
to interpret this as depreciative - value lost. With an abundance perspective, we can value skills and talent 
even if they exist in abundance. For us laypersons, this is not a grindcore be-your-own-boss manifesto. It’s the 
communal necessity that ensures your community’s health in your leaders’ absence. Of course, Ashanti Alston 
and Ella Baker admonish against centralized leadership.

“One of the preachers that Ella Baker criticized was actually Martin Luther King! Because he was part of 
that preacher leadership, no matter how great he was in many other ways. And here you have Ella Baker 
telling the students ‘be your own leaders, no matter how brilliant and charismatic they are, be your own’.”
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Words for inspiration: 

“I don’t want to be in that category that says, ‘This is that magical class that’s going to bring about change.’ 
It may come from all kinds of different places. It may come from the universities, the black community, the 
reservations; it may come from all of them rather than some pre-ordained class. We have to figure out how 
to create a world where it’s possible for all different people to be who they are, to have a world where 
everyone fits.”

- Ashanti Alston
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Natives incarcerated at alarming rates, report shows

Internal message appears to show Elon Musk ordered Twitter staff to suspend a left-wing activist’s account

Abolition on TV: Pop Justice Wrapped

Fred Hampton and Mumia’s Stories Shed Light on Tortuguita, Julia Wright Says

Bitcoin ATM Companies Are Preying on the Poor

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

fleshed 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.


