Liturgy that Matters

- February 19, 2023 -

Matthew 17:1-9 enfleshed

spiritual nourishment for collective liberation




February19, 2023 m——

TEXTS

February 19, 2023

Exodus 24:12-18
Psalm 2

Psalm 99

2 Peter 1:16-21
Matthew 17:1-9

What links the texts this week?

Our scriptures are not scarce in these frightening presentations of God as the almighty force of super-
nature, prone to merciless wrath that can call for catastrophe of genocidal proportions. God as our
“king” remains a common identification despite the inherent injustice of the monarchy. We can allow
ourselves permission to retire this particular framing while still acknowledging the theological impor-
tance of a God with the power to terrify and neutralize our enemies. Divine power, then, is distanced
from imperial political aims and centered in the holy majesty of salvation for victimized peoples.

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

Call to worship

We gather in the presence of an Extravagant God—
who spreads out the lushness of the cosmos,
and blessed our becoming.

We gather today changed by moments of Awe—
the wonder we witness calls us to the work of mutuality,
for we are siblings on our beautiful, heartbroken planet home.

Let us praise the God of Transformation—
They are creative in Their Way-Making Love!

Opening Prayer
Wonderful Mystery, ground our bodies in the present moment, that we might experience your Love in
ordinary and extraordinary ways. We desire not to be cynics, but to nurture the sense of wonder that

was innate to us when we were children. Soothe that within us that desires numbing-out and awaken our
senses to the miracle of being alive. Amen.
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Invitation to Offering

Come, you cloud of witnesses—Iet us behold the wonder of God through our care for each other! Like
water droplets in a rain cloud, we will gather and disperse our resources. With a spirit of joy, let us offer
what is ours to give.

Prayer of Dedication

Bless our offerings—that rain might fall where it is needed. That all might not simply survive, but bloom
into a garden abounding in beauty and love. Reside within us, Holy Spirit, that wisdom and courage might
guide us towards transformation. Amen.

Benediction

May the Holy shine warm on you like the sun

and guide you like the wise face of the moon.

May you witness beauty in the ordinary

and may wonder expand your capacity for love.

Go with God, Holy Mystery and Good Trouble-Maker.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* In what way is your faith community encouraging members to appreciate the Luminous Mysteries of
life? Have you shared about the last time you were filled with amazement and adoration?

*  What is your tradition’s posture towards traditions that believe in the magical, mysterious, or
inexplicable? How can you discourage prioritization or preferences toward objective/empirical realities
in communal spiritual practice?

* Does your faith community validate the needs and experiences of substance users? How could
your community be more present listeners with those for whom substances enhance their lives and
spirituality?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him).

Cosmic - This is a strange story. It's a sensuous experience filled with bright lights, shiny faces, talking clouds,
ancestral spirits, and transfigurations. | like this story precisely because it’s a strange one, and | want to preserve
its strangeness.

The original readers would have certainly noticed the parallels with Moses on Mt. Sinai, who also took three
people to the mountaintop, communicated with God through a cloud, and received a shining face. The presence
of Moses and Elijah confirms Jesus’s mission as part of the same legacy as the Law and the Prophets. And God'’s
affirmation of Jesus as Her beloved son confirms his divinity. It's clear that this is why this scene is placed in the
gospel story, however, | can’t help but notice something else going on here in the way it's presented. | read this
story and | wonder why God chose to reveal Jesus in all his glory in such a particularly extravagant way.

| hold my rosary beads that my great aunt left me when she died, and I'm reminded that the Transfiguration

is one of the Luminous Mysteries to be recalled during the rosary prayer each Thursday. The other Luminous
Mysteries are the Baptism of Jesus, the VWedding at Cana, Jesus’s Proclamation of the Kingdom of God, and the
Institution of the Eucharist. Pope John Paul Il added the Luminous Mysteries as an optional addition in 2002 in
order to highlight “Christ’s public ministry between his Baptism and his Passion.”

There’s something very unique that | notice about the Luminous Mysteries, compared to the other Mysteries,
such as the Joyful Mysteries which recall five events during Jesus’s birth and childhood, the Sorrowful Mysteries
which recall five scenes of Jesus’s suffering during his crucifixion, and the Glorious Mysteries, which recall five
miraculous events after Jesus’s resurrection. In comparison, the Luminous Mysteries are a lot more theatrical,
aren’t they? They’re unnecessarily extravagant. Nobody is healed, or harmed, or fed, or saved in this set of
Mysteries. Nobody needed what Jesus gives in these five luminous scenes, and nobody asked for it. There’s

a stylistic choice being made in these events, not for the sake of utility, but for the sake of beauty. In each of
these scenes, especially the Transfiguration, Jesus chooses to communicate through a spectacle that calls us,
not to obedience, or sacrifice, or repentance, but to adoration first and foremost. Awe and amazement are the
appropriate responses to the Transfiguration. Peter tries to do more, and is told to just listen.

We can often miss this part of God, especially in a fast-paced and overstimulated society. Rarely do we make
time for moments of adoration. Rarely do we take the opportunity to be amazed. Rarely do we just listen. God
calls us to that experience in both the luminous ordinary times and the luminous extraordinary times.

Structural - Getting high on sugar during a weekend with very few hours of sleep certainly made my body feel
extra tingly at church camp with my youth group, but they said that feeling was the Holy Spirit. As | grew older,

1 https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/252575/the-reasons-st-john-paul-ii-gave-for-adding-the-luminous-mysteries-to-
the-rosary
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| wasn’t so sure. Every summer and winter, before we went back down the mountain, we encouraged each
other to preserve the change we experienced on the mountain, only to watch it fade away soon after.

There’s a lot of reasons to be cynical about contemporary mountaintop experiences. Oftentimes people
manipulate others into a particular experience on the mountaintop. Oftentimes people also come down
from the mountain claiming to have a divine vision that they use to gain influence and abuse others.

Anyone who comes down the mountain talking about a spiritual experience they had is met with skepticism,
and rightfully so. This skepticism however, can lead us to take the easy way out, and label every mountaintop
experience as bullshit. Giving up on the idea that God communicates with us at all is an oversimplified
solution to the complexities of mountaintop experiences and the visions that come with them. But I'd like us
to sit with that complexity while we reflect on this story.

Many Progressive Christian communities may have trouble sitting with this complexity, because they’ve
convinced themselves that their faith is a few stages ahead of a faith that would actually believe in these
stories. That level of “magical thinking” is perceived as too “primitive” for modern educated Progressives who
consider themselves smart enough to interpret stories at the symbolic level alone. The supernatural elements
in stories like this are often skimmed over as we rush to the symbolism, or the historical context, or the life
application.

A common sermon that’s preached from this story is one that criticizes Peter for trying to inappropriately
prolong the moment by offering to build tents for Jesus, Moses, and Elijah, instead of listening like the voice
from the cloud instructs him. And in these sermons Peter is used as an example of someone who mistakenly
clings too tightly to the mountaintop experience, thus forgetting the importance of going back down the
mountain to be with the people and do what God calls him to do.

While this kind of sermon is just fine, | believe it can be used as an excuse to avoid our discomfort around
this story. In his commentary Justo Gonzalez critiques this reading, saying “it trivializes what the gospel
presents as an awesome and mysterious event, turning it into a pedestrian example of what should be little
more than common wisdom.”? VWWe must remember that the divine voice that responds to Peter doesn’t
remind him of the important work to be done after they go down the mountain, or advise Peter to prepare
for going down the mountain. The voice says, “This is my Son, the Beloved; with him | am well pleased; listen
to him!” The voice is not calling Peter’s attention to the future like these common sermons suggest. Peter’s
mind is already stuck in the future as he tries to figure out how to make the moment last. Rather, the voice
calls Peter to the present, and to be present. Peter must stop trying to properly respond to his vision, or
interpret it, or prolong it. He must be present in it while it's happening.

Interpersonal - All my friends do drugs, so | can’t read a story like this without noticing the similarities
with psychedelic experiences. Some conspiracy theorists like to reinterpret classic extraordinary Bible stories

2 Justo L. Gonzalez Luke (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2010), 126.
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as some sort of psychoactive drug-induced hallucination. | don’t know if anyone was influenced by ancient
hallucinogens in the Bible, and | typically find that oversimplified explanation to be very naive. However, if any
story could be reinterpreted that way, then the Transfiguration is a top contender.

Like your cousin on Thanksgiving, inviting you on a walk down the street to smoke, Jesus invites his best friends
up to the mountain to share this private experience. And just like your other cousin, who struggles to keep his
cool in this kind of situation, Peter almost ruins the trip with his anxious ramblings. And then we walk back,
promising to not speak of what just happened.

| tripped on a large dose of mushrooms for the first time with my friends in an Airbnb in the desert. At the
peak, | experienced a complete disconnect from reality and struggled to ground myself spatially and temporally.
At one point | stared at the dining table, and | suddenly saw the table transfigured into the dining table in

my house, and also the dining table in the house | grew up in, and the dining table in the house | lived in

with roommates in Orange County. It was all those tables at once, and | could feel the presence of my old
roommates too. | was no longer perceiving time as linear. For me, everything from my past was happening all at
once.

The popular linear view of time is simply one way of perceiving time, and is a VWestern conception of time that
was forced on the world through colonization. But there are many ways of perceiving time. And so, | find it
strange that when Moses and Elijah appear to Peter, he doesn’t question it. But at the same, | also kind of get it.

Oftentimes these mountaintop experiences can knock us into new ways of perceiving the world, which is
something we desperately need if we want to change it. And we don’t necessarily need drugs to stretch our
imaginations this far. Oftentimes, we just need to be present, and listen.

It would do us good to sit with people in the complexities of their spiritual experiences, and to truly listen

as they share. We must also be willing to sit with the complexities of our own spiritual experiences. And the
important thing to remember when sharing these stories with one another is that we don’t have to have all the
answers. We don’t have to know what it means, or know how it happened, or know where it came from, or

know what to do about them. Just listen.

Words for inspiration:

“Poor adults! They rip out their childish, playful vagabond eyes and replace them with work-tool eyes,
path-breakers.”

- in “Adult Vision” by Rubem Alves
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Virginia Legislature Kills Six Proposed Anti-LGBTQ+ Bills

Atlanta’s “Cop City” Moves Ahead After Police Kill 1 Protester & Charge 19 with Domestic Terrorism
Rikers Jail Whistleblower Decries Collapse of LGBTQ+ Unit Meant to Protect Trans Detainees
Turkey-Syria earthquakes live: 2,300 dead; rescue efforts ongoing

Apocalypse in Palestine: The rise of Israeli fanaticism

[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.

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 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 capaci-
ties.

Please ensure attribution to “enfleshed” is included somewhere on your worship materials, screen, or ver-

] should be
included in the attribution. No further permissions are needed to livestream worship using these resources.

bally 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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