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Genesis 12:1-4a
Psalm 121
Romans 4:1-5, 13-17
John 3:1-17
Matthew 17:1-9

What links the texts this week? 

The limitations of the law don’t make it obsolete. We don’t criticize toasters that can’t roast a turkey. 
We don’t slander snails that can’t jump. In the same way, we know that the law cannot capture the 
fullness of righteousness, not because it is flawed but because it is as limited as any other human writ-
ing. Our divinity is realized in our ability to discern that our conduct is not just law-abiding but also 
spirit-breathed, allowing those with or without laws to access Goodness.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Midwifing Spirit, you are tenacious and tender enough
to hold the complexity of life in your embrace—

fragility & fortitude
life & death
undoing & becoming
fear & courage
movement & rest.

You are with us where we are.

Thanks be to the Midwifing Spirit who is encouraging and wise,
who breathes with us in our vulnerability and strength. 

Opening Prayer

Doula God, you are a full-spectrum birth worker—advocating for your beloveds during prenatal and 
postnatal care. You wash the feet of abortion providers and honor the decision-making of people who are 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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able to get pregnant. You weep with those grieving infertility, miscarriage, and child loss. You celebrate 
diverse expressions of family—those nurturing kin biological and chosen. Oh, how we desire to mirror 
your wisdom! How we desire to be expressions of your care! Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Structures of exploitation harm our interconnected bodies—bodies of water, bodies of land, human 
bodies, the bodies of our animal kin—we are treated as disposable when we know we are inherently 
worthy of care. And so, we will care for one another. We will do what we can to protect all beloved 
bodies. We will grieve what has been lost. We gather our offerings today in the spirit of reciprocity, gentle 
and mighty. 

Prayer of Dedication

We rage when systems enact violence against people who are able to get pregnant. We cry when children 
are not protected. We cry out when bodies of water, bodies of land, and bodies of beings are treated as 
collateral damage. It needn’t be so! We dedicate our offerings to defiant tenderness, to soulful gentleness, 
and to the interconnection of all bodies. Amen.

Benediction

Beloveds, the Midwifing Spirit ushers us towards expansive possibility, 
that we might turn our wildness dreams of wholeness
into waking realities of ordinary tenderness
and radical solidarity.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 Where would your community land in relation to Jesus? What is your proximity to the State 
that seeks Jesus’ demise? How is your community conspiring with and protective of those like 
Jesus today?

•	 How are you and those in your spiritual tradition preparing for all forms of sacred doula 
work? How can your community be more supportive of Black birthing people (including those 
expecting babies, community projects, release from incarceration, etc.)

•	 What routine practices foster radical interdependence in your community? How can you make 
the venues where folks articulate their needs more accessible?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her). 

Cosmic - You can think different things at night than you can during the day—have you noticed? During the day, 
thoughts travel along a clearly demarcated line between fixed, known points, like a farmer using a clothesline to 
navigate between house and barn in a blizzard. The chores must be done, and it’s all business. At night…it’s just 
velvety darkness extending into the unknown, and you can end up anywhere.

“The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or 
where it goes.”

Different rules apply. You dream that you are traveling with someone, and your traveling companion is your 
partner, but also, sometimes, your mother, and maybe also that one coworker whom you can’t stand. It all makes 
perfect sense in the dream.

This conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus has that quality. I imagine Nicodemus waking up in the 
morning, due soon at the Sanhedrin to do his usual governing things, and he thinks, “Wow, what was all that, last 
night, that talk about being born again, from above, from…water and Spirit? Trippy. And I felt such an expansive 
sense of possibility! But now the sun is up and…well…I guess it’s back to work for me.” 

The blowing of the Spirit doesn’t fit neatly into the fixed identities and roles we occupy, identities that are 
charged with political meaning within the kosmos, the “world” that John is always talking about and that Walter 
Wink has identified with the Domination System. Whether these are identities associated with our livelihood 
(pastor, police officer, pediatrician) or identities foisted upon us (woman, man, formerly incarcerated person, 
social services recipient), they come with certain contours that shape the possible. 

You might invite folks to consider how their lives are constrained by their identities. The exercise may be easier 
for those with less power within the Domination System, but applies also to those with a lot of power. For 
example, Joe Biden, certainly one of the most powerful people in the world, is not free to fall off a bicycle, much 
less to…let’s say…let loose with Jill at a kinky play party.

What would it mean for your folks to be born again? In Jesus’s day, these fixed identities were largely 
predetermined by the family into which you were born. (We like to think that is different now, but social location 
certainly predetermines how broad a range of choices is available to us.)

Thus the need to be born again in a realm where everyone is a child of God. Sarah Dylan Breuer writes that 
being born again is “dislocation from a network of relationships that perpetuates injustice, death, and alienation 
so that we can be knit into a network of relationships that brings healing, reconciliation, and abundant life rooted 
in the eternal.”

Things make sense there that simply do not make sense in this world. Things are possible there that do not feel 
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possible here, like, for example, the abolition of prisons and policing.

The challenge for Nicodemus will be to bring his nighttime transformation into his daytime life. To do so will 
no doubt render him a stranger to his colleagues and a traitor to the order he had been raised to uphold.  
After his colleagues call the police on Jesus, Nicodemus will be seen taking him down off the cross.

Structural - “What am I going to do? Crawl back into my mother’s womb?” Har dee har har.

Maybe it’s just the long, patriarchal history of the church that makes this exchange between Nicodemus and 
Jesus feel misogynist to me—locker-room talk between two cis-dudes enjoying a joke at the expense of a 
birthing person.

Yeah, maybe it’s just that history, and also the trauma it has inflicted on people with ovaries and uteruses, 
that is making me recoil, but certainly this passage is not innocent in that violent history. Though it may not 
have been Jesus’ or Nicodemus’s or John’s intention, this passage, having fallen into the wrong hands, has been 
used to set up a binary between a holy, spiritual, bloodless birth from above and a sweaty, bloody, earthy, 
bodily birth from below, and with it a binary between spirit/mind and body, between a perfect heaven and 
a sinful earth, and between those who can give birth and those who wish to monitor, control, and benefit 
from that capacity. These binaries are all bound up in present-day misogyny and the misogynist, power-driven 
desire to control other people’s childbearing.

In this week’s scripture, Jesus, interestingly, is positioned as a birthing parent to Nicodemus, or maybe as a 
doula to the work of the Holy Spirit. 

What happens when we consciously imagine the bodies in this scenario and bring sensuality back into the 
story. Imagine these two enfleshed people—Nicodemus and Jesus—meeting in a secret place, maybe a 
courtyard set back from Jerusalem streets still thick with Passover pilgrims. Here, tucked away from the 
voices of partiers, one can hear the nighttime insects. The two men are tired from the day, their limbs heavy, 
their bodies preparing for sleep. How does this sensuousness influence how you read the passage? How 
might the gibbous moon above the courtyard have influenced Jesus’ choice of metaphors? Could the breeze 
in the branches of nearby trees, or the light spring rain have influenced the idea of being born from water 
and Spirit (wind, or breath), which after all is not so different from being born of amniotic fluid and pant-pant-
blow?

Among other things, this countercultural reading of the text reminds me that all birthing is relational; it 
involves at least two humans. It is not something done as an individual, nor as an act of will. It is embodied, 
mysterious, and influenced by forces outside any single human body—gravitational pulls, atmospheric 
conditions, natural rhythms, and relational dynamics. To attempt to regulate something so holy is bound to 
fail.

This Sunday gives us an opportunity to remember that whenever someone is “born,” someone does labor—
labor that, despite the word literally used to name it, is rarely recognized as valuable work, and labor that 
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entails real, bodily risk to the person doing it. It’s also an opportunity to remember that that risk is not equally 
distributed—that even today, because of systemic inequities, Black infants are 2-3 times more likely to die 
in their first year of life, and Black gestational parents are 3-4 times more likely to die in childbirth. Birthing 
parents who are not cisgender face one barrier after another in accessing sensitive prenatal, birthing, and 
postnatal care.

This passage may also offer an opportunity to introduce your community to radical doula-ing by people who 
accompany gestational people through not only childbirth and post-natal care, but also, often, abortion, fetal 
loss, adoption, and surrogacy. (This dissertation by JaDee Yvonne Carathers is a great introduction to radical 
doulas and full-spectrum birthwork.) Being born again into the expansive, equitable family of God, free of fixed 
hierarchical roles, means no one is forced to do labor that is not chosen and that we are obliged to support 
and protect everyone who undertakes the labor of birthing or opts not to.

How are members of your community already serving as doulas to new life, human or otherwise? How might 
you be called to support the sacredness and sanctity of people with birthing capacity, whether they choose to 
give birth to a human infant or not?

Interpersonal - To be born again is to find yourself radically dependent, unable to survive without the 
support of others. 

Which, of course, is true of all of us (full-grown adults included), but some have the privilege to remain ignorant 
of that reality, to receive the help they need without having to ask, or to be able to afford to purchase it, 
rendering the receiving of help into something transactional and thus far less vulnerable. But this does not 
change the fact that we are all radically dependent on each other and on the more-than-human world. Let’s see 
how well any social-service-cutting Congressperson survives without the collaboration of their gut bacteria, for 
example, or their Congressional aides, for that matter.

You might invite your community to consider how many people have made their day possible so far—who 
mined the materials for the cell phone that woke you up this morning? Who planted the grain that went into 
your Corn Flakes, and who harvested it, and who processed it, and who drove it to the supermarket, and who 
put it on the shelf, and who checked you out of the store, and how many people were involved in producing 
the gasoline that got you to the store in the first place (or got your InstaCart driver there—we can be honest)? 
And this is only to consider the humans involved, with no mention of the plants, animals, minerals, waters, 
stones, and insects who all had a role. We are radically dependent.

Being born again into God’s family, free of hierarchical roles, means that we will have to feel that dependence 
and the vulnerability that accompanies it. We will have to ask for and receive help, as well as give it. 

In this world—John’s kosmos—there are people who are always in the position of having to ask, and others 
who are always in a position to give, and those roles are relatively fixed. I remember a social worker friend of 
mine once telling me: “There are people who spend their whole lives filling out forms about how awesome 
they are—college applications, grant applications, award nominations—and other people who spend their 
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whole lives filling out forms about how desperate they are—food stamp applications, financial aid forms, 
Section 8 applications, and so on. What,” she asked me, “do you suppose is the psychological toll on that 
second group?”

How accustomed to receiving help—consciously!—are the folks in your congregation? What kind of forms 
do they mostly fill out? Who makes the casseroles and who doesn’t?

How can members of your community practice receiving from one another? At First Congregational Church 
of Oakland, we are experimenting with the contemporary urban version of a barn-raising once a month. 
On second Sundays, we gather, not at church for a traditional worship service, but at someone’s home—to 
sheet mulch or paint a room or lay hands on someone who is struggling or ask questions in a Quaker-style 
“clearness committee” for someone who is trying to discern a new direction for themselves. We use church 
funds or pool our resources to purchase any needed supplies. We work with the family receiving help to 
identify ways for people of all abilities and ages to contribute. For example, if we are gardening, those who 
can’t get down on the ground pass tools to those who can, and others pray over the tiny seedlings before 
they go in the ground. Children scatter wildflower seeds along the back fence and then water them (and each 
other). 

Honestly it has been hard to get people to sign up to receive this help! But gradually, we are creating a 
culture of mutual support regardless of means, breaking out of our striated positions and being born into a 
new family in which we can care for one another.

Nicodemus—so the story goes—was there in the end, helping the women to anoint Jesus’ body with spices 
and securing a tomb where his body could receive a respectful burial. And in this process—in transgressing 
his place in the society—Nicodemus was saved into the community of disciples. May the same happen for us.

Words for inspiration: 

SisterSong Visioning Reproductive Justice: https://www.sistersong.net/visioningnewfuturesforrj

“what they do to the earth / they do to our bodies” by adrienne maree brown: https://adriennemaree-
brown.net/2021/09/03/what-they-do-to-the-earth-they-do-to-our-bodies/

March 5,  2023

https://www.sistersong.net/visioningnewfuturesforrj
https://adriennemareebrown.net/2021/09/03/what-they-do-to-the-earth-they-do-to-our-bodies/
https://adriennemareebrown.net/2021/09/03/what-they-do-to-the-earth-they-do-to-our-bodies/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Az0ecJCHOA


March 5,  2023

© 2023 enfleshed 

Bibliography
 
Breuer, Sarah Dylan. Qtd in “Lent 4B” of the Girardian Lectionary. Last updated 29 April 2015. Accessed 7 
February 2023. http://girardianlectionary.net/year_b/lent4b.htm)

Carathers, JaDee Yvonne. “Radical Doulas Make “Caring a Political Act”: Full-spectrum Birthwork as 
Reproductive Justice Activism.” Portland State University 2019. Accessed 10 February 2023. https://
pretermbirthca.ucsf.edu/sites/g/files/tkssra2851/f/wysiwyg/Carathers%20-%202019%20-%20Radical%20
Doulas%20Make%20“Caring%20a%20Political%20Act”-%20Full-spectrum%20Birthwork%20as%20
Reproductive%20Justice%20Activism.pdf 

Wink, Walter. The Powers That Be. New York: Doubleday, 1998

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

How ‘the shadow of state abandonment’ fostered then foiled Young Thug’s YSL

How we save ourselves: Interventions beyond the ballot box

The Rail Unions Warned Us: Greed Is Dangerous

‘Ireland For All’: Tens of Thousands March in Dublin to Support Refugees

East Palestine Residents Told Water Was Safe After ‘Sloppy’ Testing Paid for by Rail Company

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

Commentaries Author 

Nichola Torbett (she/her) is a spiritual seeker, recovering addict, gospel 
preacher, podcaster, writer, resistance fomenter, dog-walker, nonviolent 
direct action trainer, and abolitionist. Driven by her passion for both 
spiritual formation and social change, she co-founded Seminary of the 
Street, a training academy for love warriors, in 2009 and Second Acts, a 
liturgical direct action affinity group, in 2014. She is co-editor of 
RESPISCENCE: A LENTEN DEVOTIONAL FOR DISMANTLING 
WHITE SUPREMACY and a contributor to THE WORD IS 
RESISTANCE, a podcast from SURJ-Faith, as well as to GEEZ Magazine, 
JESUS RADICALS, THE YOKE, and other radical discipleship 
publications. 

http://girardianlectionary.net/year_b/lent4b.htm
https://pretermbirthca.ucsf.edu/sites/g/files/tkssra2851/f/wysiwyg/Carathers%20-%202019%20-%20Radical%20Doulas%20Make%20“Caring%20a%20Political%20Act”-%20Full-spectrum%20Birthwork%20as%20Reproductive%20Justice%20Activism.pdf
https://pretermbirthca.ucsf.edu/sites/g/files/tkssra2851/f/wysiwyg/Carathers%20-%202019%20-%20Radical%20Doulas%20Make%20“Caring%20a%20Political%20Act”-%20Full-spectrum%20Birthwork%20as%20Reproductive%20Justice%20Activism.pdf
https://pretermbirthca.ucsf.edu/sites/g/files/tkssra2851/f/wysiwyg/Carathers%20-%202019%20-%20Radical%20Doulas%20Make%20“Caring%20a%20Political%20Act”-%20Full-spectrum%20Birthwork%20as%20Reproductive%20Justice%20Activism.pdf
https://pretermbirthca.ucsf.edu/sites/g/files/tkssra2851/f/wysiwyg/Carathers%20-%202019%20-%20Radical%20Doulas%20Make%20“Caring%20a%20Political%20Act”-%20Full-spectrum%20Birthwork%20as%20Reproductive%20Justice%20Activism.pdf
https://scalawagmagazine.org/2023/02/ysl-atlanta-rico/
https://scalawagmagazine.org/2022/10/as-the-south-votes-interventions-beyond-the-ballot-box/
https://www.commondreams.org/opinion/rail-unions-greed-dangerous
https://www.commondreams.org/news/ireland-refugees-march
https://www.commondreams.org/news/east-palestine-ohio-water


© 2023 enfleshed © 2023 enfleshed 

March 5,  2023

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 @mjbolton.

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 
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.


