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TEXTS

March 12, 2023

Exodus 17:1-7
Psalm 95
Romans 5:1-11
John 4:5-42

What links the texts this week?

As we put our God to the test, we are fair in expecting a magnificent testimony, not because

Their divine identity depends on some ostentatious performance, but because we have no use for
Goodness that demands suffering in exchange. Where suffering cannot be prevented, we look to our
Deliverer knowing that She will make haste to our rescue. Contrary to some textual suggestions, we
do not have to exchange death or its threats for Her deliverance. Systems of domination obstruct our
access to gentleness and kindness, but this does not mean that Creator hasn’t intended prosperity for
us. We are destined for wellness and abundance

ORDER OF WORSH'P (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship

Out beyond our imagination for freedom,
there is an even more expansive landscape of liberation—

There, the Holy waits for us.
There, the Holy beckons us to meet Her.

Out beyond our dreams for belonging,
there is an even more vast skyscape of connection—

There, the Holy waits for us.
There, the Holy beckons us to meet Her.

Out beyond our cries for justice,
there is an even deeper well of reparations—

There, the Holy waits for us.
There, the Holy beckons us to meet Her.
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Opening Prayer

Living Wisdom, we long not only to be delivered from systems of harm but into places that are soft and
kind—full of rest and restoration, brimming with playfulness—Love bursting at the seams. Bless every
effort working to undo the violence of exploitation. Bless every space of rest, play, and love we co-create
along the way. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Black-lesbian-mother-warrior-poet, Audre Lorde, famously taught that the master’s tools will never
dismantle the master’s house. The tools of domination will not undo domination. And so, we gather our
offerings—collecting tools of reciprocity, dismantling domination, and building communities of care.
Prayer of Dedication

Spirit of Christ, we dedicate our offerings to restorative accountability, a necessary feature of our
shared life. Embolden us to examine within ourselves where repairs need to be made. With us, demand

accountability from people in positions of power. Co-labor with us towards restoration and bless our
shared resources towards reparation. Amen.

Benediction
Go forth inspired by the expansive imagination of the Creating One,

Nourished by the ordinary grace of the Sustaining One,
and accompanied by the enduring solidarity of the Redeeming One

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* In what ways do your denominational leaders express concern for people’s collective destiny? How
does your tradition articulate how the divine seeks the material prosperity of your community in
non-capitalistic ways?

* How is your faith community committed to intervening and disrupting in the violence of the empire?
Does your tradition validate or discredit ethics of reparative vengeance?

* Do members of your community have a regular outlet to express needs that may be going unmet
under its leadership? What parties keep leaders accountable to the wellbeing of even the most margin-
alized within your spiritual community?
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Application

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

Cosmic - At least in Egypt, we got three hots and a cot but now your “god” drug us out here with nothing to wash our hindparts
with!? How dare you call yourself a God of liberation and allow people to dehydrate to death.

What good is freedom if your water is lead-poisoned or you can’t afford your water bill? Is a nation that cannot access

water truly sovereign? Many Palestinians would (and now East Palestine Ohioans) say no. We think that salvation is out of

Egypt. YHWH says salvation is the promised land (The Israelites would later learn that their vision for freedom had to be

even more expansive than just the physical location of the promised land)

The Israelites said that “not Egypt” actually isn’t enough. They’re coming to this realization as they find the journey to
freedom to be fraught with tribulation. We'd be wise to agree in solidarity that God has to do better than “not capitalism”
or “not homelessness” or “not prisons.” For God to be a deliverer, He can't just deliver them from, but She also has a
responsibility to deliver them TO. She takes this responsibility seriously because She knows that the people have no other

reason to take Her seriously.

Follow that Divine Force who doesn't just deliver you out of a place, but who has also prepared a promised place for you,
because deliverance demands both. So we might question the presence of the Divine in a particular place, proposal, or
political theory. Maybe our cosmology is prompting us to consider whether that to which we're committed can deliver

us into something that aligns with more prosperity than we can even imagine. The Hebrew children had committed
themselves to YHWH on the promise that YHVWH is concerned about their strife, will deliver them from Egypt, and will

deliver them to a prosperous land of milk and honey.

Christian eschatology has a tendency to be carelessly immaterial, and more progressive people of faith are right to
challenge a Christianity that reduces humanity’s collective destiny to an often conditional afterlife. The effect, whether
intentional or not, is a degradation of concern for material realities that are shrugged off as divine “mysteries” beyond our
limited human comprehension. Yoruba spirituality, however, includes a central component that maintains divine concern
for our material conditions. Oladele Balogun synthesized the work of several Yoruba religious philosophers to assert that
a person’s ori, or “destiny” as it can be roughly translated, concerns their material prosperity or lack thereof and has no
bearing on a person’s moral or ethical capacities which, as Balogun argues, lends itself to a soft determinist reading of
Yoruba cosmology. In this way, they establish their thesis that Yoruba cosmology maintains both a designation material

predisposition for each individual that the individual is responsible for either working to realize or challenge.

So the Israelites reach a(nother) pivotal point where they begin inquiring not just about their deliverance but their
promised destiny overall. They were unwilling to accept a wilderness fate after all they had traversed, and YHWH
responded accordingly. God could have sent water by rain or a spring near their camp, but the text reads that God actually
sends their leader Moses ahead to the place that they will go - Horeb, according to some Jewish tradition, is at the base

of Mt. Sinai (many Christians consider them the same place) and is the place God first appears to Moses in the burning
bush. This is where Moses is told He will find a rock to strike. Nachmanides leans heavily into this portion of the text to
clarify an important detail - Moses wouldn’t have just started toting heavy water across this lengthy distance. The Rabbi

is convinced that Moses’ action allowed the people to drink in an abundance from where they were camped back at
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Rephidim.

“The purport of this verse is that the people were in Rephidim, and the rock from which the waters were to
come was in Horeb, this being Mount Sinai, according to the opinion of the former ones, or in my opinion,
some city near the mountain... Moses therefore had to go first before the people, to pass on from Rephidim

to Horeb...”

The Rabbi explains that from the rock was actually released a river that flowed from their later destination to the

Israelites’ camping ground. They were able to be refreshed because Moses went ahead to confirm where they were

going.

A God who fails to deliver, we find especially in these ancient traditions, gets fired. A God who delivers holistically is
Holy. How can your cosmology offer assurance to your community that the Divine intends a prosperous future for

your community even in the face of precarity and targeted violence?

Structural - Zora Neale Hurston offers a folkloric interpretation of the Exodus narrative in Mules and Men saying that

Jethro was a Hoodoo man who passed down great spiritual technology to Moses.

“But God gave him His rod for a present and showed him the back part of His glory. Then too, Moses could
walk out of the sight of man. But Moses never would have stood before the Burning Bush, if he had not
married Jethro’s daughter. Jethro was a great hoodoo man. Jethro could tell Moses could carry power as
soon as he saw him. In fact he felt him coming. Therefore he took Moses and crowned him and taught him.
So Moses passed on beyond Jethro with his rod. He lifted it up and tore a nation out of Pharoah’s side, and

Pharaoh couldn’t help himself.”

Rabbi Sforno speaks on the power of the rod more particularly, proposing insight into its sacred mechanics saying, “..
this will teach them that the staff is not an instrument which performs certain functions naturally, being unable to
change its functions. It will show you that the staff is an instrument carrying out the will of its owner. This is why it can

be used to perform opposing functions on different occasions.”

The tool that mediates divine power and therefore salvation carries out a variety of functions that aren'’t all single-
sided. Moses’ transformation of the Nile (into blood that Egyptians would have already spilled) is connected to Moses’
releasing a fresh river from the rock (water perhaps withheld from the Israelites). There was a direct connection
between Egyptians being thirsty and the Israelites being quenched. To access their river, they had to be adamant about
their entitlement to it even if that meant Egyptians would be under threat. Some people aren’t open to restorative
accountability processes. Some people just need their ass beat until they stop endangering others. Even after losing
every firstborn child, according to the myth, the Egyptians chased behind the Israelites to try to reclaim some power,
and that’s when they got spin cycled in the red sea. Balking at the cruelty of Egyptian deaths and expecting Hebrew

people to respond to their own deaths with a reconciliation circle is a very empire-sympathetic response.

This act isn’t just something bad to people you don't like, and it isn’t separate from that. It's a correction that

distributes the effect to its true cause. The dominating force that caused people to bleed and thirst now will get blood
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and they can dehydrate or drown right to hell because they’ve forfeited all sympathy in their refusal to relent. According
to Jewish legend, staff in the Nile plague is liberating not just because it causes the empire to grind to a halt, but it offered

an opportunity to the Israelites as well.

“The transformation of the waters into blood was intended mainly as a punishment for the oppressors, but it
was at the same time a source of profit for the oppressed. It gave the Israelites the opportunity of amassing
great wealth. The Egyptians paid them large sums for their water, for if an Egyptian and an Israelite drew water
from the same trough, the portion carried off by the Egyptian was bound to be useless, it turned into blood.
To be sure, nothing helped the Egyptians in their distress, for though they drank water from the same cup as an

Israelite, it became blood in their mouth.”

This Jewish legend has it that the Israelites also profited from the plague strengthening the reparative force of this
seemingly “vengeful” plague. You want to know how to stop oppressors from oppressing you when asking nicely doesn’t

work? Take notes from the ancient Hebrew people.

Kitten caregivers have long noted that cats aren’t born with particularly strong empathy sometimes resulting in

what's called “only kitten syndrome.” This is the unnecessarily pathologizing term designating “aggressive” cats that

are raised alone. The kittens with this “syndrome” aren’t actually sick, though. They’re not psychopathic or otherwise
neurodivergent. They just have no idea what it feels like to be clawed and bitten as hard as they do to others. The best
way to curb this behavior is to raise more than one kitten together because they will learn to limit their predatory
capacity once they feel the pain of how much their own bites hurt. When they don't respond to yelps from mom or
siblings, their community can only regulate their behavior by subjecting them to the brutality that they subject others to.

They earn gentleness by committing to it themselves.

Interpersonal - Moses almost got his shit rocked. | mean ROCKED, chile. Fortunately for him, YHWH said “Don’t

worry, boo, | got a rock for yall *kissy face emoji*.” (verse 6)

Imagine how nerve-destroying it would have been to start running low on water in this wilderness. Whether the
Israelites are able to survive this ordeal is the difference between “Miracle organizer stages greatest walkout of all time,
liberates nation from slavery” and “Egyptian-raised hotshot leads cult followers to perish in the desert.” Because there’s a rough
consensus among us modern people of faith that any faith that requires people to risk or end their own lives is the worst
kind of cult. A leader who can have followers waltzing the line between life and death is hoarding an inordinate measure
of power over them. This problem furnishes a necessary critique of Christianity - A God who sends his children to die

cannot be good.

The Israelites believed this, too, so they start talking amongst themselves. Whatever arguments they had over the
remaining water are set aside. Whatever disagreements they harbored were tabled as this most vital concern rose to
the fore. Before them emerges the unbearable task of planning a course of action before they all become jerky for the

buzzards. They are tightly united by their common material interests and the mutual severity of their circumstance.

“Ayo Moses, water’s looking mighty scarce at this camp.” “Moses, we got ‘bout two days’ supply left, and it
ain’t rained in weeks.” “Moses, the cows hardly got milk!” “Moses we finna die out here!” “If you can't fix this, the problem must
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be you, and we can fix you.”

While their response is harsh, the circumstances were that dire. Moses, albeit reluctantly, agreed to take on this central
position along with a responsibility to see the people to their destiny. Shortly after this episode, he takes up his father-

in-law’s advice to distribute some of his authority to the people.

I've known and sat under leaders who, when confronted with the murmurings of people’s basic human needs (especially
oft-neglected emotional needs), will turn their frustration against the people for being disobedient or not giving them
grace. These leaders would feel like their community should be grateful that their leadership helped bring them out of
Egypt. The promise of YHWH was to lead the children to a prosperous place... not to different threats. We members
of governed communities have EVERY right to demand our own safety from those who chose to become leaders. The
Israelites even suggest that stripping a leader of their position is only the most generous response for leaders who don’t
act when their folks are in need.

The time that Moses could have spent berating his folks into submission to a dehydrating god, he instead went and
interrogated the force(s) that affirmed his leadership. Instead of asserting his own power and supremacy, Moses began
to interrogate to what/whom he himself was submitted. Maybe, leader, your marginalized members have complaints
because you've been submitted to a tradition that has largely disregarded them. Perhaps, leader, you are not actually
submitted to a deliverer but rather a dazzler like the Egyptian spiritualists who were employed by the oppressing throne.

Perhaps, Leader, it is time for you to be less commander and more conduit for divine compassion who can appoint

Oladele Balogun “The Concepts of Ori and Human Destiny inTraditional Yoruba Thought: A Soft-Deterministic

Interpretation”
Louis Ginzberg ‘The Legends of the Jews”

delegates to meet needs you may not yet understand.

Sources

Zora Neale Hurston, Mules and Men
Moses ben Nachman on Exodus 17:5
Ovadia ben Jacob Sforno on Exodus 17:6

Words for inspiration:

Listen or check out the lyrics to Wisteria performed by Saje
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https://www.academia.edu/3550807/The_Concepts_of_Ori_and_Human_Destiny_in_Traditional_Yoruba_Thought_A_Soft_Deterministic_Interpretation
https://www.academia.edu/3550807/The_Concepts_of_Ori_and_Human_Destiny_in_Traditional_Yoruba_Thought_A_Soft_Deterministic_Interpretation
https://www.swartzentrover.com/cotor/e-books/misc/Legends/Legends%20of%20the%20Jews.pdf
https://www.npr.org/sections/now-playing/2021/08/18/1028950808/saje-wisteria
https://www.lyrics.com/lyric-lf/5782740/Saje
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partners]

Commentaries Author

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

ASU Research Shows Increasing Number of Missing Indigenous VWomen, Girls

For LGBTQIA Youth, Support Can Be ‘Literally Life-Saving’

Report: VA Kids Could Lose Health-Care Coverage

Nablus Mourns Following Israeli Invasion That Tore City Apart and Killed 11
From slums to sleek towers: How Philly became cleaner, safer, and more unequal

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

Casey Overton (she/they) is a radical communications strategist and spiri-
tual activist who is deeply vested in the development of healing cultures.
They are the editor of “Liturgy that Matters”, an enfleshed publication.
She also serves as the associate director of communications for an
organization that supports organizing and advocacy for housing justice.
As a multispiritual worker, they love being immersed in cooperative
interfaith dialogue while creating restorative space for those marginalized
within or beyond faith institutions. She’s also an amateur poet, nap-taker,
and time-bender. She resides in the stolen Powhatan lands now called
Richmond, VA.. Follow her on Facebook and Twitter for more content
and updates!

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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https://truthout.org/articles/nablus-mourns-following-israeli-invasion-that-tore-city-apart-and-killed-11/
https://whyy.org/segments/slums-sleek-towers-philly-became-cleaner-safer-unequal/
https://www.facebook.com/caseyovertonprofessional
https://twitter.com/CaseyOverton1

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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