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TEXTS

April 2, 2023

Isaiah 50:4-9a

Psalm 31:9-16
Philippians 2:5-11
Matthew 26:14-27:66
Matthew 27:11-54

What links the texts this week?

And there are times when those against you are winning. When you’re pressed on all sides by those
with schemes to eliminate you. All has gone wrong, and even if there is a Deliverer, you’re not sure
you care to be delivered. It occurs to you that deliverance isn’t just an individual project, and one per-
son’s outcome does not decide defeat. Even amidst grief and terror, God appears with Gospel revela-
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tion that Their holy work continues even as the worst-case scenario unfolds before us.

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

Call to worship

Executed by powers that be,
humiliated by state sponsored-violence,
tortured by the logic of oppression—

So many beloveds come to mind, Oh God:

Parents, children, friends.
Whistle-blowers, organizers, activists.
Those systematically marginalized.
Those simply going about their days.
Creatures on land, in sky, in sea.
Forests, shorelines, and rivers.

And You, our soulful teacher, Jesus—

& folks gathered around to weep.
& they begged to feel God’s presence.

& the world shook with the loss of a beloved.

& grief was held in handfuls.
& the injustice of it tore through us.
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God of Mourning, reveal your presence now!
Do not leave us alone & bereaved.

Opening Prayer

God With Us, most of us are tangled in webs of oppression—we are constrained by systems. We are both
enactors and victims of harm. We wish it weren’t so! We wish the paths towards repair and wellbeing
weren’t so fraught! Guide us and teach us with your wisdom, ancient and ever new. Accompany us in our
heartfelt grief. Dance with us towards gritty hope. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Jesus’ teachings are demanding. But they do not ask us to exploit ourselves, they do not ask us to
manufacture nor glorify our own suffering—see, life is hard enough as it is. Jesus’ teachings compel us to
engage in the complicated and profound work compassion asks of us. We gather our offerings this day, in
this radical tradition of solidarity.

Prayer of Dedication

May our gifts and offerings be acts of living prayer, Oh God—efforts towards the compassionate
communities of which we dream. Where no person, creature, or landscape is exploited. Where all beings
everywhere are happy and free.

Benediction

The work of fallen leaves, mushrooms, and worms readies Spring to unfold.
So too, the tossing and turning work of grief allows new life to bloom.
Go with God—our advocate amidst sorrow and our companion all seasons.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Are you familiar with the grief practices that resonate most with your local community
members? What inspiration can you draw from grief rituals in BIPOC cultures?

* In what ways has your faith tradition been complicit and what would be a more liberated
communal response to those forces?

*  What is your spiritual community’s position on Jesus’ consent and what theological implications
does that hold? What contemporary people would we liken to Christ according to that
interpretation?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her).

Cosmic - Meteorologist Edward Norton Lorenz was the first scientist to note what he called the “butterfly
effect,” in which a small change in one location could result in much larger phenomena in distant places.
Philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichtein wrote back in 1800, “[Y]ou could not remove a single grain of sand from
its place without thereby ... changing something throughout all parts of the immeasurable whole.” Creation is
exquisitely sensitive and interconnected. Imagine the brush of a fly’s wing against a giant spider’s web, how the
web telegraphs that vibration to the spider no matter where on the web it is.

As we approach Holy Week, | am convinced that the crucifixion of even a single being, whether by pesticide
or plastics in the ocean, whether by state execution or inadequate healthcare in a county hospital, echoes
throughout creation.

Every grief registers everywhere. When any beloved creature expires, all of creation shivers.

The shoulders of the entire world shuddered and shook as Jesus surrendered his breath. The body of God
convulsed. The scriptures tell us the sun went dark from noon to 3pm as Jesus hung on the cross. Then, as he
breathed his last, an earthquake rocked the land, splitting open rocks and exposing tombs. He had claimed just a
few days earlier that “even the stones would cry out.”

| suppose we might have expected as much at the death of the one whose birth was marked by a star. In
antiquity, new and startling natural phenomena were often said to accompany the births and deaths of powerful
rulers, and the gospel writers clearly were playing with that trope.

But let’s be honest: Jesus at the time was hardly a world-shaking leader, at least not by any measure of his time.
He had amassed a bit of a following, but as his teachings grew more demanding and the bull’s eye on his back
became more apparent, many of those followers drifted away, leaving only his ride-or-die crew. And the hoped-
for standoff with the powers of the world...well, it was pretty depressing, really—a tortured man on a cross,
some jeering passers-by, a handful of women standing at a distance, most likely some circling jackals and vultures,
and the silence of God.

But then the world did shake. Literally. It shook at the death of this homegrown spiritual teacher, a failed messiah,
a houseless preacher and healer in a tiny vassal nation of the mighty Roman empire.

In the United States, many of us have been raised to believe that rocks, hills, trees and streams are inanimate,
that they do not feel. Scripture suggests otherwise, full as it is with clapping mountains and dancing cedars. Truth
is that we just don’t know whether the Mississippi River is afraid when oil companies lay pipeline underneath it,
or whether the Pyrenees Mountains grieve the extinction of their ibex species. We can’t rule it out.

What if, as we grieve the state execution of Jesus this week, we join a chorus of wails throughout creation, a
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universal keening for all those sacrificed to the machinations of power and self interest—forest protector
Manuel “Tortuguita” Paez Teran, who was gunned down by police in the VWeelaunee Forest to make way for
a massive police training ground nicknamed “Cop City,” or the 23 whales who washed up on the East coast
this winter following collisions with cargo ships, or the five unhoused people who were swept into a flooded
river in Ontario, California?

And what if, as Martin Prechtel says, “without grief, the world would cease to renew itself”?

What if grieving is key to resurrection? Is it possible that the grieving of all creation is part of what brought
Jesus back on the third day?

Prechtel further says, “To truly and freely grieve as an entire people can revive an entire culture just as much
as it can bring back to life an individual.”

What is your community grieving this Holy Week? How free do your folks feel to express their grief? Can
you make a space for that this week?

Structural - Was Pilate’s wife a witch? In league with the devil who wanted to foil God’s salvation plan? Or
was she a saint?

She has been called all these things by Christian commentators over the ages. When she is called anything at
all. When anyone notices her bit part in the drama of the passion.

Pilate’s wife, who is unnamed in scripture but who has since been given the name Claudia Procula, which
may or may not be correct—this woman, about whom so little is known, interrupts the kangaroo court
proceedings to warn Pilate that she has had a dream about Jesus and that he should not involve himself in
Jesus’ condemnation.

It's a complicated role, being the wife of someone invested with the power to condemn someone to death,
or to inflict any sort of state-sponsored or state-sanctioned violence. Historically, the wives haven’t had
access to that level of power themselves, and yet they have been proximate to it. They have benefitted from
the prestige and financial remuneration that comes with it. They have found themselves in the position of
supporting violence through the support they offer their husbands. And, often, the violence their husbands
carry out in their official capacity has bled over into their relationship.

Years ago, there were allegations that the San Francisco sheriff was abusing his wife. She denied the
allegations, but we all know there are a million reasons for her to do that. Research suggests that police

officers commit domestic violence more often than the general population—28% as compared to 16%.

| am thinking of a woman named Mary Boykin Chesnut, whom Mab Segrest writes about at length in her
book Born to Belonging. Ms. Chesnut was married to a member of the cabinet of the Confederacy under
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Jefferson Davis, and in that role, she publicly supported the continuation of chattel slavery. However, she wrote
in her diary about the emotional toll of seeing that brutality actually carried out—specifically, about witnessing
the distress of an enslaved woman on the auction block as she was separated from her children and husband.
Chesnut admits that she felt sympathy, even a sense of connection as a person who also lacked systemic
power, that she was “terribly excited,” and that she discreetly took some opium to quiet her nerves.

| think that many of us in the United States find ourselves, in one way or another, in a position similar to Mary
Boykin Chesnut and that sheriff’s wife and Claudia Procula, wife of Pilate. We find ourselves in support roles to
white supremacist, heteropatriarchal, capitalist violence—as teachers constrained by white-washed curricula;
as ministers who are chaplains to empire; as worker bees serving corporations that surveil and exploit; as
gatekeepers to services, help, and care. And many of us find ways to numb the pain of participating in this
violence.

Most of us are both complicit in systems of oppression and constrained or oppressed by them.

So positioned, | think we can learn something from Claudia Procula, who sent a message to Pilate that she had

“suffered a great deal that day because of a dream” about what was to happen to Jesus, who did not (so far as

we know) take opium, who did not numb the pain she was feeling, but who spoke up, who intervened, at what
cost we do not know.

It strikes me as a discipleship move.
Interpersonal - Did Jesus consent to this?

In perhaps the most widely held understanding of this scene, Jesus and God seem to have dreamed the

scene up together, agreed that Jesus would descend to earth, live a short but admirable life, and then endure
agonizing pain in order to pay the price for humankind’s sins. For more conservative Christians, it sometimes
seems that there is almost a kind of enjoyment of the agony evidenced in films like Mel Gibson’s The Passion of
Christ.

Progressive Christians, on the other hand, often evince a kind of disgust at the cross and can be tempted to
skip over the Passion entirely, jumping from Palm leaves to Easter lilies.

Interestingly, those Christians who subscribe to the first view of the cross—those who see Jesus as consenting
to his brutal execution—are not the Christians most interested in consent generally or most open to whatever
consenting adults get up to amongst themselves. Quite the opposite.

It's an open secret that the things Christians most vociferously condemn are often the things to which we are
most unconsciously drawn.

Kai Daniels Moore says as much in their article, “Kinky Hermeneutics: Resisting Homonormativity in Queer
Theology” They ponder, “[W]hat is it about the cross (for instance) that holds so much allure? What is sexy

about it, what is terrifying, what is empowering? Or, what is disempowering, and why do | still feel drawn to it?”
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Did Jesus consent to this?

There is certainly an implication that he did, most clearly in the gospel of John, where Jesus appears self-
assured and in command of the situation: “No one takes [my life] from me, but | lay it down of my own
accord. | have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again. This command | received from my
Father” (John 9:18).

Daniels Moore goes on to explore the power inherent in intentional submission to the will of another, which
power is not predicated on dominating anyone else but is of another order entirely:

“The internal strength and power that is conjured up in the face of what looks (or sometimes feels) like
victimization can be a liberative and transformative force both in and out of scene. It is erotic power to its
core, an inner reserve of strength and calm that is not predicated on taking power away from anyone else.”

Power exchange in the context of kinky scenes—under the best of circumstances, where there is full
consent, aftercare, and a chance to debrief —offer an opportunity to bring consciousness to power dynamics
that always already exist, whether we are willing or able to bring them to consciousness or not.

This Sunday might be an opportunity to explore with your community how folks feel about intentionally
submitting their will to God’s. Can they sense a kind of power in this submission? And how can they
distinguish this power from the pressure, in Christian circles, to endure suffering that is not healthy for them?
(See, for example, Rita Nakashima Brock’s and Rebecca Parker’s seminal exploration in Proverbs of Ashes:
Violence, Redemptive Suffering, and the Search for What Saves Us.)

This question of Jesus’ consent feels important to explore because if Jesus did consent—not necessarily
because he and God had a confab in Heaven but because he loved so deeply that he was willing to commit
himself to a life of nonviolent direct action—that makes him different, potentially, from forest protector
Manuel “Tortuguita” Paez Teran or from the six Black Lives Matter activists who died under mysterious
circumstances in Ferguson in the five years following Mike Brown’s murder. And definitely from Mike Brown
or Sandra Bland or any victim of state execution. These children of God most likely did not choose their fate,
and we cannot afford to be murky on that point, even as we recognize Jesus in them.

Words for inspiration:

For a contemporary hymn of grief, try “The Last Leviathan” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dZYX-
O5N9ufY
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Massachusetts Protects the Right to Be ‘Rude’ in Town Meetings

Climate Change & War: How U.S. Military Emissions Factor into Costs of War & Shape Military Policy
13,000 people affected by heavy rains in central Yemeni province

These Muslim men are disrupting cycles of homelessness after prison

Advocates Call for Regulatory Change After Blocking Deportation of Woman in Coma
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