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TEXTS

January 29, 2023

Micah 6:1-8

Psalm 15

1 Corinthians 1:18-31
Matthew 5:1-12

What links the texts this week?

These words accompany us as we question our own positioning. We can take inventory, examining
whether we are near to the cross and in solidarity with those for whom the state reserves most of
its hostility. VWe also may find ourselves in the ways of wickedness where, while tenderly aware of our
sincere intentions, we will accept full accountability for our impact. May we evaluate our actions by
their impact on the blessed - those who are poor, mourning, meek, and hungry. And may our atoning
sacrifices be to the reversal of the harm we’ve done.

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

Call to worship

God meets us in our fear.
They meet us in our messiness.

God does not ask us to be a self-improvement project;
They are not tapping Their impatient toes,
waiting for us get it all together (whatever that means).

God is abundantly patient.
God is abundantly understanding.

They know the way the world has broken our hearts.
It breaks Theirs too.

Come, let us meet with the Brokenhearted God.
For wide are the arms of Love.

Opening Prayer
We are afraid, Oh God. Systems of domination swirl around us and we are caught in the whirlwind.

Corporate greed destroys ecosystems, causing extreme weather events; we worry for our lives and homes.
We mourn clean water and beloved animal kin. We are pulled this way and that, looking for healthcare and


https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing

housing, trying to survive. May courage accompany our fear. May rest accompany our getting-through. May
systems of domination crumble, turn into soil by the work of worms, that New Life may grow. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Love has shown you, dear human, what is good; and what does the Holy ask of you? But to do justice,
and to love compassion, and to walk open-heartedly with the Ways of Life. Prophets, ancient and
contemporary, invite us to trade dominance for the Way of Life. Friends, we gather our offerings this day,
that we may do justice and love compassion.

Prayer of Dedication
Bless our acts of justice and compassion, that they may be deeply rooted in the soil of liberation—no
surface-level do-gooding, but focused efforts that up-end all systems of domination. No prisons, no labor

of enslavement, no factory farms, no military complex, no gender-based violence—may we have the
courage to use our gathered resources for flourishing upon flourishing. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth In comfort,
for the Holy accompanies us in our heartbreak for the world.

Go forth in courage,
for the presence of fear does not mean the absence of Love.

Go forth emboldened,
co-creating communities where the barriers to thriving melt away.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* In which institutions has your faith tradition shown embodied faith in its power without acknowledging
the harm it does to marginalized communities? If your denomination accepts funding from Big Pharma
or honors the police and military, how might your congregation disentangle itself from that harm?

*  What sacrifices might your spiritual community need to make to atone for harms it was involved or
complicit in?

* How can you make your rituals for the regretful more prominent and accessible to those who are in
need of them? How can repair play an active role in these practices?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Rev. M Jade Kaiser (they/them).

Cosmic - In 2019, state and local governments spent $205 billion on policing and corrections. Last month,
Biden signed the Fiscal 2023 National Defense Authorization Act which alloted 816.7 billion to the defense
department. To justify these similarly motivated, gargantuan use of resources, we hear a lot of words thrown
around related to things like ‘preparedness, ‘safety, ‘threats, ‘vulnerabilities, and ‘freedom.’ But ask many how
the allocation of these resources in the direction of policing and military funding leaves them feeling about our
individual and collective futures and it will be anything but ‘hopeful. (Or - to use the words from our text - just,
merciful, or humble.)

Meanwhile, wages are too low. Refrigerators are too empty. Public schools are overburdened. Healthcare is
financially inaccessible while more and more of us are becoming disabled and/or chronically ill. Few are living at
ease under these and many other conditions in which more resources could make a world of difference. Many

- in the U.S,, at its borders, and beyond them - are significantly less safe because of U.S. policing and militaries.
But of course, there are plenty of pockets of people, particularly those closest to concentrations of power, who
indeed find their fears assuaged by a beefed-up national security front.

This is, admittedly, not a particularly fair entry point into our text in that there’s little likeness between ancient
Israel and the modern nation state under which we live. While ancient Israel committed its own atrocities, the
global expressions of power and oppression tied to the United States and the multitudes of oppressive systems
turned against many who live within it, is a drastically different context. Nonetheless, while acknowledging these
differences, wisdom can be gleaned from radically different worlds that ultimately still share some of the same
struggles of spirit, of being human, of exploitative power and its consequences.

Micah is furious over how ancient Israel’s elite are handling matters of national security, of fear, of the desire to
be and feel safe. Of course, they are well acquainted with all the reasons to be afraid in the world. As a people,
they have suffered and struggled, been exiled and at war, lost in the wilderness, and still, they face the ongoing
threat of neighboring powers. But when vulnerability strikes or lingers, communities must decide how it will

be handled. And too often, when feeling vulnerability, instincts toward self-preservation are prioritized and
commitments to liberation are traded in for a more immediate sense of security.

Micah lives in the ‘lowlands’ neighboring both Jerusalem and Lachish - a region that acts as a kind of military base
where the consequences of war have been particularly palpable. Daniel Smith-Carpenter notes, “we do not

fully appreciate the radicalism of this prophet unless we add one critical element to a discussion of his context,

a context that is key to reading the book of Micah: the exploitation of people and resources and the resulting
economic inequalities, which are created precisely by the royal and elite buildup of the military.” He goes on

to argue that Micah’s prophecy is not meant to be heard in simple pacifist terms. In this scenario, Micah is less
focused on the morality of war itself and more on the devastating effects of Israel’s attempts at finding security
at the expense of their own most vulnerable populations. The elite’s feelings of fear become the burden of the
people. This is not solidarity across a community. This is not a ‘we’re all in this together” moment or movement.

© 2022 enfleshed




This is the all too familiar reality of sacrificing many for the sake of a few. The opposite of Micah Bazant’s “no
pride for some of us without liberation for all of us.”

In the midst of such circumstances, Micah points to a God asking the community to explain itself. To make
moral sense of its motivations and tactics - do they align with what they really know and believe about their
God to whom they’re making these sacrifices? The same God who delivered them out from under Egypt’s
oppression. The same God who raised up revolutionary leaders like Moses, Aaron, and Miriam who sought
not their own private sense of security but the welfare of all their people. The God who has remained

with them ‘from Shittim to Gilgal.! ‘Remember; this God says, ‘that you may know the saving acts of God.
These saving acts will never flow from exploiting and sacrificing one’s own community but from collective
commitments to justice, genuine love for the people (and other forms of life!), and moving in collaboration
with the Spirit of Liberation.

Structural - Micah is commonly understood to either be a farmer himself or at least a civil advocate

from within the rural community. Read the prior chapters and you'll find his familiarity with the plights and
delights of the rural life. He knows the sounds of jackals and the tools of the trade. While chapter 6 paints
a more general picture, earlier chapters are very specific about the sins of ancient Israel as Micah sees them.
The unjust sacrifices about which he testifies is a deeply economic dilemma and Micah is witnessing the
consequences of it in the context of rural life.

In his book, “Purity, Sacrifice, and the Temple,” Jonathan Klawans uses other texts and the Holiness Code

to explain how central the concept of ownership is to ritual sacrifice. One must have ownership over their
offering (this is one reason, he argues, domesticated animals and plants are sacrificed but not fish - ‘owning’
fish is trickier). This inherently makes an offering that has been stolen from someone else an unacceptable
sacrifice. While it’s true that priests rarely get much love from the twelve minor prophets, this is less because
the prophets are actually anti-ritual or more specifically anti-sacrifice (as often become the interpretation of
this text) and more because their interpretations of a ‘just’ sacrifice differ with many priestly interpretations
(Not too surprising when we consider how often prophets and priests within Christianities can disagree
about things). Klawans goes on to explain one perspective Micah likely shares with many ancient priests is
that:

“when it comes to sacrifice, ethics and rituals are intricately and inherently connected. Indeed,

when we take the issue of ownership into consideration, the dichotomy between ethics and ritual
collapses...For Israelite priests, prophets, and court historians, improper ethics render ritual sacrifice
ineffectual, not because God doesn'’t like the idea of sinners atoning through ritual, and not because
God would simply prefer to dispense with the ritual in the hopes that the people would simply seek
righteousness apart from the cult. The objection to sacrifice rests in the assumption that God detests
the facts of the situation at hand. One who has taken unjustly from the poor cannot properly give
anything, and therefore the ‘sacrifice’ offered by such a person is anathema.”

Micah is unwilling to be silent about the amount of theft and exploitation he is witnessing shaping the lives of
his rural community in the name of collective protection.
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One added element that plays an important role in our understanding of this passage is just how much Israel’s
‘sin” is understood collectively. Micah is aghast at the gall of Israel - continuing with its sacrifices as if the
offerings of the elite are not stolen from the poor, and are not betrayals of the very ritual itself. The temple,
and the sacrifices therein, are made righteous or abominable by the actions of the larger community of Israel.
The ritual becomes an offense to God, not because the ritual itself is empty, but because the collective offering
is rife with injustice and defiles its own purpose. In our modern world, while we may be quick to profess
#NotAllChurches, their context might suggest that there is no such thing as a singular church’s autonomy
outside the context of a larger set of Christianities.

Wading carefully into the complicated waters of collectively referencing ‘the church’ or a Christianity without
lumping all things and all people and all movements together, what offerings might the prophet call into
question today?

What would Micah make of tithes dedicated within a church untroubled by its location upon stolen ground?
What would Micah say of prayers prayed over plates of food without concern for the abuses against animals
and humans in factory farms? What would Micah do with baptisms into churches that remain silent about the
theological theft of lives and rights of young trans people? What does it look like to honestly acknowledge
the sins of a collective religious ‘we’ - however we may understand the ‘we’ of which we are a part - and take
theologically seriously our compromised offerings?

Interpersonal - Though in this closing essay, | am tempted in many directions by the multitude of juicy

entry points into this text - the non-human life called to bear witness to God’s testimony of being wronged by
humanity, the uncommon mention of a woman in an essential position of leadership in the work of liberation,
and the rare sarcasm written in God’s voice - | find myself drawn to the people behind Micah’s critique. For me,
they are easy to dismiss at first read.

One of the very few silver linings | can find in my own young years of a rather far-right faith is the useful
knowledge | must live with every day: even in the worst of my beliefs and religious experiences, my spirit was
sincere. Just as | am now, | was trying to do the most loving, faithful, ‘right’ things in my faith according to the
frameworks of theology and politics | had been socialized in. My felt-memory of my own sincerity, misguided
as | now feel it was and accountable to it as | am, keeps me from making my spiritual or political home in an
attitude of easy dismissal toward individuals (and tethers me to the importance of humility in the now). At my
best, it points my anger again toward the systems, theologies, and cultural norms (and those who knowingly
shape them for power and profit) that capture our loyalties and do great harm with our good intentions.

This says more about the effects of colonizing Christianities on what | bring to the text than it does my
actual attitude or understanding of the ancient Israelites. Nonetheless, this starting place has me pushing back
against my initial feelings of dismissal and wondering, imagining, how sincere the spirits behind these sacrifices
might have been. Slowing down, the ear of my heart can’t help but hear there the honest desire for a way

to reconcile with God, self, and other. The hypothetical speaker, representing the voice of the people, notes
their transgression and wonders aloud: What can | bring to God to make this right? | hear an implied “I'll do

anything!” There is a willingness to literally, sacrifice, the resources they have - to pay a price in order to find
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resolve, to ‘right’ their ‘wrongs.” “What can | bring to God to make amends for my sin?” The voice wonders
with increasing eagerness. Is it this precious resource! Or maybe this even more precious resource? The list
gets more and more extravagant as it unfolds, suggesting increasing ‘whatever it takes’ energy, ending with
one’s own child. One’s own child! What degree of spiritual anguish must one feel before handing over one’s
child begins to feel like a reasonable exchange? In other words, what | hear is a seriously worn or worried

soul.

(Scholars have lots of mixed opinions about just how often child sacrifice did or didn’t occur among ancient
Israelites, with very few believing it was common. Especially given the number of texts that condemn child
sacrifice. And, personally, | find it easy to imagine that the prophet is using a rather theatrical tone here to
make their point.)

While the concept of ritual sacrifice may make it hard to imagine oneself in the sandals of the ancient faithful
at first - one of my favorite things about engaging scripture is its reminder that in some deep ways, we are
the same humans we have always been. “There are no new pains,” writes Audre Lorde.

Since our beginnings, we have been doing things we regret. Ve betray ourselves, God, our neighbors, the
earth. And for many of us, these transgressions take up residence within us - sometimes lodging themselves
within for the duration of our lives, sometimes released through mending and indeed - ritual. Without these
outlets, we could not bear the accumulation. (And of course, we lose beloveds this way all too often.)

Ancient Roman historian Sallustius wrote ‘Prayer without sacrifice is only words.” Jonathan Klawans writes in
response, “or, in the words of the modern cliche, ‘talk is cheap. Sacrifice, however, costs.”

| appreciate that such a perspective leaves me wondering what does and doesn't suffice for transgressions
big and small when it comes to our own intimate sense of resolve with ourselves. How do we support one
another - especially those who have sought to be accountable and still cannot find peace, rest, or a sense of
God’s love - when regret still tortures a life? What, if anything, might religion or simply ritual have to offer to
the spiritual angst of living with past actions that feel unbearable? At the least, what does it look like to hold
carefully and honestly the knowledge of this common human experience?

Words for inspiration:
“Sticks in a bundle are unbreakable.”
- Kenyan Proverb
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

One year after deadly Twin Parks fire in the Bronx, tenants move away and enforcement lags

Incarceration and Ableism Go Hand in Hand, Says Abolitionist Talila Lewis
Jackson Public Schools Go Virtual As More Than Half Lack Water

Homeless, then kicked out of school

A reproductive justice pioneer on what the abortion debate misses

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

Commentaries Author

Rev. M Jade Kaiser (they/them) is co-founder and co-director of
enfleshed, a collective creating and facilitating resources of spiritual
nourishment for collective liberation. M has worked and wondered at the
intersections of activism and spirituality, including a decade of experience
collaborating for trans and queer justice within and beyond the church.
They are delighted to be a part of the Faith in Harm Reduction collective
and enjoy working with stained glass in their spare time.

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.
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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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