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Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7
Psalm 32

Romans 5:12-19
Matthew 4:1-11

What links the texts this week?

This deluge of rhetoric on “sin” and law can lend itself to highly moralistic readings with fear-based
calls to resist wickedness and temptation. While perhaps inappropriately framed, there could be theo-
logical utility in the Biblical recognition that injustice can be perpetuated by the actions of a wayward
few, and its power may be overturned by righteous action. So there can be rejoicing in knowing that
we righteous resisters are kept by the Divine who exposes systemic sin in order to know who is in
need of deliverance.

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

Call to worship

When we are afraid of the wilderness,
God’s love is courageous.

When systems of exploitation ask us to join in the ways of power-over,
God’s resistance is sturdy and steadfast.

When we feel destructive ways banging on the door of our hearts,
God protects us, shouting “Away!”

When sorrow threatens to pull us under,
God encircles us with Holy Presence.

Let us worship God who does not leave us stranded,
but joins us as Protector, Companion, Compass, and Hope.

Opening Prayer

Guiding Love, sometimes we are tempted to exhaust ourselves, proving our worth to systems of harm.
Ease us into the lush landscape of our inherent worth. Rest with us in our unshakable enoughness. Cherish
with us the consolation that glimmers even amidst sorrow, that we might be a strong and tender people,
unfolding your justice in the world. Amen.
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Invitation to Offering

Humans do not live by bread alone, but, oh, how we need bread! We need sustenance—food, water,
relationships, beauty, a sense of purpose. We gather our resources today so that our communities might
not only be sustained, but live in soulful freedom.

Prayer of Dedication

Bless our gifts to the wellbeing of our communities and our planet home, Steadfast Provider. Expand our
creativity, that we might care for each other collaboratively—sharing power, resources, and joy. Amen.

Benediction

Take heart—

the ways of resistance, care, and solidarity
are ancient and wiley.

Go forth blessed by wise elders

and fortified by the courage of the Holy.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  How does your tradition understand and articulate the cosmic exchange taking place in fasting practice? What

forms of fasting are promoted most? What communities might be sensitive to these forms of fasts?

*  Whose verification is most important to you (try to dig for a more nuanced answer than just “God”)? How do

you allow this to shape your work? What could be missed by seeking this type of validation?

*  How does your faith community organize its care networks for those facing devastation? Do other members
know that tthere is an expectation for folks to show up for others in times of despair? What norms would help

your community embody this ethic?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Min. Candace Simpson (she/her).

Cosmic - We have just observed Ash Wednesday, which puts us firmly in the season of Lent. During this
period, many Christians around the world engage in a practice of fasting. Drawing inspiration from this passage in
Matthew, people make the forty-day journey from Ash Wednesday to Easter along Christ, following the model
of his forty-day journey in the wilderness. Christ is tempted by his human needs and urges in three ways. He is
tempted with food, with security, and then with power.

Jesus is led to the wilderness by the Spirit, yet it is the Devil who tempts him. He fasts for 40 days and 40 nights
and his body is “famished.” The passage describes the “tempter” who finds cunning ways to push Jesus to his
limit. In this vignette, we are reminded that Jesus dances between being human and divine. He feels pain, his body
is impacted by the fast and he experiences exhaustion like a human. But being something beyond human, he is
able to resist temptation that most humans would struggle with.

Thus, two questions emerge for the modern observer of Lent.
Firstly, does this passage necessarily call us to this challenge of fasting in this way?

Secondly, what does it say about our theological imaginations that many Lenten fasts are about food or drink,
but not as often about denying power? Some focus on things we might “give up” for Lent, like sweets, bread,
meat, or alcohol. Modern twists have shifted to a generative habit to “take up,” like a daily yoga practice or
drinking more water. To be clear, both of these fasts can be illuminating for the believer. If one makes it the full
40 days with a successful fast, these life-giving habits may provide untold positive benefits. And if one struggles
to complete the fast, it is an opportunity to reflect on our desires and our goals. It’s all a learning opportunity.
Nothing is wasted. And yet. There is still social and religious pressure to complete a fast successfully. Otherwise,
we may feel like we have failed.

In the first half of the 20th century, psychologist Abraham Maslow theorized that most humans are motivated
by five basic needs. The most urgent being physiological, followed by safety, belongingness and love, esteem and
self-actualization. Jenny Santi writes that Maslow eventually edited his theory to demonstrate that the final step
would be “Self-transcendence,” or the sense that “the individual’s own needs are put aside, to a great extent, in
favor of service to others.” Maslow opined,

“It is quite true that man lives by bread alone--when there is no bread. But what happens to man’s desires
when there is plenty of bread and when his belly is chronically filled?”

Jesus didn’t just deny the bread; Jesus denied the devil's temptation to perform. The devil doesn’t have bread
that he dangles in front of Jesus; he tempts Jesus to turn stones into bread. To this, Jesus retorts, “one does
not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God.” This is a principle written in
Deuteronomy 8:3. Jesus knows not just his own principles, but he is accountable to his people’s way of life.
When he cites this scripture, he proves himself as one who is in deep study of his people’s history. He will not
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cower to the temptation to perform miracles because doing so dishonors his heritage.

On an appearance at Desus and Mero, Chadwick Boseman addressed rumors that he was getting “tired” of
performing the Wakanda Forever salute.

“It wasn't that | was doing the salute...lt was that people were like ‘do that Wakanda thing.' | was like
‘nah, man...” It's always cool because I'll be just walking by somewhere and people’ll just go [does the
Wakanda salute] just like that...it’s just like giving somebody a head nod. That’s it, it’s the same thing.”

Boseman did not want to feel that he was “tap dancing” to do the salute for no reason. Boseman was
intentional in choosing his words. There is a history of Black artists, namely stage performers, being forced
to perform stereotypical roles to the pleasure of primarily VWhite audiences. As Boseman understood that it
was dehumanizing to be commanded to salute, Jesus understood that it was disrespectful to his heritage to
perform empty and self-serving miracles.

This sense of duty to one’s ancestors is not just political. For Jesus, and for many, respecting the struggle and
sacrifice of one’s ancestors is a spiritual discipline. You might decide to study your own personal lineage, or
you might study sacred figures who have had an inspirational mark on your life.

Whose voice guides your decision making, besides your own? Why? What do you do to hear from those
voices more clearly? Are there rituals, recipes, songs or stories that bring you closer to those voices?

Structural - “Everything the light touches is our kingdom.”

In Disney’s Lion King, Mufasa takes Simba up to a high mountain and shows him what will soon be his. It is
part of his fatherly (and King-ly) duty to prepare his son (and heir to the throne) for what is to come. It has
come time to show Simba what will be his because he must learn how to lead. A crown is soon coming, and
it will be bestowed upon Simba due to his lineage and his leadership abilities. Throughout the early part of
the film, Mufasa works to teach Simba how to lead with integrity.

The devil also takes Jesus up to a mountain, but this is no saccharine invitation to look at all “the light
touches.” Instead, the devil attempts to make a deal with Jesus. He showed him “all the kingdoms of the
world and their glory” and promised Jesus “all these | will give you, if you fall down and worship me.” The
devil tempts Jesus with fame and glory. Perhaps somehow Jesus knows that these things are not the devil’s to
give in the first place. Jesus resists the invitation to become popular and well-known.

In another era of Twitter, a blue check was given to those who would reasonably need to verify their
identity. Celebrities, journalists, institutions, artists, and even some activists were given a blue check on their
Twitter pages. These blue-checks were meant to signal that information disseminated from these pages was
trustworthy and from the mouth of the person it presents itself as.

And then, Elon Musk’s tenure as owner of the platform began. Anyone with a profile could pay for a blue
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check. Rewards of this subscription included “tweets prioritized at the top of replies, mentions and search; see
half the number of ads; and be able to post longer videos.” Anyone with a few bucks was then incentivized to
create misleading profiles.

The result was chaos. Clare Duffy writes that “such an option also threatens to undermine the original purpose
of verification — to help users know they can trust information being shared by prominent figures.”

But perhaps even before Musk’s takeover, there was trouble. After all, the race to amass followers and be
known has long been a point of contention. As Elizabeth A. Harris writes,

“An author’s following has become a standard part of the equation when publishers are deciding
whether to acquire a book. Followings can affect who gets a book deal and how big an advance that
author is paid, especially when it comes to nonfiction.”

This should concern any person interested in reading revolutionary books. Some may argue that the new
trajectory of “50,000 followers and up on Twitter to book deals” helps democratize the book publishing
industry, it's important to examine more closely. Does a high follower account necessarily warrant a book deal?
What methods of power are still being preserved if this is part of the formula? VWhose voices are still being
silenced or erased? What incentives now exist to tell sacred stories to an unregulated audience?

“Anonymity is a mutant’s first defense against the world’s hostility.”

X-Men'’s Professor X warns us that because we live in a world that is hostile to difference, survival requires
us to go “underground.” The temptation to become famous, even in doing moral things, can undermine

any movement for liberation. We are the most vulnerable when the Powers know who we are, what our
project is, and how we can be found. Likewise, enslaved Africans in the so-called New World had to develop
“underground” infrastructure for their survival.

Sadly, there are increased rewards for fame and virality. As recently as December 2022, clergy gathered at
Gracie Mansion at the invitation of New York City’s Mayor Eric Adams. These clergy members were not here
to protest, put forth a list of demands, or even question his recent choice to cut library funding.

They were here to pray.
In public photos on Instagram, one can see smiling (maskless) faces of clergy, happy to shake hands with the
mayor. As Lin-Manuel Miranda writes in his (shaky) interpretation of U.S. history, many wanted to be “in the
room where it happens.”

If the COVID pandemic has taught us anything, going “viral” is not necessarily a good thing. It is only an
indication of the spread of an idea. It is not an indication of that idea’s morality. Being on a who's who list is
tempting, but it does not guarantee the success of one’s project.

Interpersonal - If the devil was right about anything, he knew that God would “command [Their] angels
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concerning you.” Eventually, once the devil had left the scene, angels did attend to Jesus. He needed support.
He had endured forty days away from his friends without food or drink, tempted by the manipulative devil.
If anyone needed a squad of angels to surround him, he did. All of the assaults came concurrently. There was
no break.

The text does not provide a full transcript of their interaction. VWe can imagine that Jesus might have talked
to himself. He may have sung songs of his childhood to soothe himself to sleep. Perhaps he spent hours
watching the “lilies of the field” and “the birds of the air.” He could have done any number of things to
preserve his wellness and come closer to clarity throughout the forty days. And while the devil harasses Jesus
verbally at least three times, it is possible that he could have been a quiet-but-menacing presence in other
ways, too. The devil had a plan to whittle Jesus down. It is often the case that what gets written down is only
a fraction of what happened in real life.

One may read this text and wonder where the angels were when Jesus was being harassed at his lowest
point. Why didn'’t they intervene on day 15? Why are they showing up now? At least once in the scene, Jesus
expresses that he did not want to “put the Lord your God to the test.” While Jesus has the ability to resist
help, the rest of us need help.

“Then the devil left him, and suddenly angels came and waited on him.”

After going through your own version of hell, you need two things to happen.
1. The devil must leave.
2. Angels must come.

We must be saved from the clear and present danger to our safety. But we also need to be held by those
who trust and respect us. The devil gets fed up with Jesus’ refusal. By this point in the story, he has denied
the devil thrice. To resist the devil's enticement once was bold and to do so twice was strong. To do so three
times was an indication of Jesus’ character. If we read this passage like a folk tale, three is the magic number.
A character will only attempt something three different times before the writer allows them to succeed or
move on. In this case, Jesus was proving his character to both us (the eventual audience) and to the devil.

Standing up for what you believe in is draining, though. We get a cue of just how difficult this ordeal has

been for Jesus when in one sentence, the devil leaves and the angels come. We do not know, at least from
this passage, what the angels come to do. We do not know what it meant, in this case, to be “waited on.”
Some translations say the angels “ministered” to him. The Greek word is “diakoned” meaning to serve or wait
upon. It is the root of the word “Deacon,” an office of service in many Christian denominations. Throughout
the New Testament, it describes an intimate, deep and fleshly kind of service. In this short scene, we are
reminded that even Jesus needed someone to attend to him. No matter how independent we believe
ourselves to be, we will always need someone other than ourselves.

In the miniseries television adaptation of Alex Haley’s Roots, Kunta Kinte catches an elder named Fiddler in
an intimate moment. Fiddler sits beneath the trees and is happy to catch his breath. He's about to play one
of his favorite songs rather than a song at the request of “White folks.” In the middle of playing a personal
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and sacred song, Fiddler dies. The music stops. Kunta Kinte stops what he is doing to check in on his beloved
elder.

Holding Fiddler’s newly lifeless body, he asks, “how does it feel to be free?” Crying, rocking, holding his body,
and praying through tears, Kunta Kinte ministers to Fiddler. The care is just as much about Kunta Kinte’s grief
as it is about what Fiddler needs. Attending to the dead and dying, after all, is one of the expectations of a
deacon or minister.

The human experience is about what we experience as individuals, but it also is about what we do in
community. VWe should be present for each other when we get married and when we get divorced. It’s
important to have people who cheer us on when we get into school and if we decide to take time off or
withdraw. But above all, it's important to have someone who is simply around.

Words for inspiration:

Listen or check out the lyrics to “I need you to survive” by Hezekiah Walker.

Sources

https://www.blueletterbible.org/lexicon/g1247/kjv/tr/0-1/
https://www.cnn.com/2022/12/12/tech/twitter-verification-relaunch/index.html

https://comicbook.com/marvel/news/black-panther-chadwick-boseman-wakanda-forever-salute/

https://www.forbes.com/sites/rachelkramerbussel/2018/11/29/how-to-get-a-book-deal-from-your-instagram-

account/
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/the-real-maslows-hierarch_b 12362354

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/07/books/social-media-following-book-publishing.html
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

MISSOURI EXECUTES LEONARD “RAHEEM” TAYLOR DESPITE DOUBTS OVER HIS GUILT
“Honk for Jesus” and the Influence of Black Megachurches Today

To be ordained, would-be PCUSA pastors had to interpret the worst story in the Bible

Black Employees Face Backlash From White Managers VWhen They Self-Promote At Work
Florida School District Bans Entire Court of Thorns and Roses Series in New Book Ban
[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought
partners]

Commentaries Author

Minister Candace Simpson (she/her/hers) is a sister, preacher, and
educator. She is a graduate of Trinity College and Union Theological
Seminary. She is an associate minister at Concord Baptist Church of
Christ in Brooklyn, New York. Minister Simpson is especially drawn to
Christian education as a political education tool for Black liberation. It
is Candace’s philosophy that Heaven is a Revolution that can happen
right here on Earth. She is the lead writer and curriculum designer at
Fish Sandwich Heaven, an online resource for dreaming a freer world.”

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
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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