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Acts 10:34-43
Jeremiah 31:1-6
Psalm 118:1-2, 14-24
Colossians 3:1-4
Acts 10:34-43
John 20:1-18
Matthew 28:1-10

What links the texts this week? 

The conflicting resurrection narratives free us to be less concerned with the historical facts of the 
resurrection and focus instead on what it means for our shared story. We are a people who don’t 
take death for a final answer. We are a people who add two more dots after the empire’s period. We 
are a people with the alchemy to transform defeat into triumph. We are insistent on our continued 
presence not because we need this lived experience to validate us with wealth and power, but we 
claim the resurrection for those of us who are opponents of the state. We are so liberated that even 
death cannot contain us, and it terrifies our oppressors to no end.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Do not look for signs of life amidst the halls of cruelty—
the Way-Makers are walking around in the Garden of Life—
pulling weeds of despair, tending to the ways of thriving.

Christ is Living! Magdalene saw the stone rolled away herself!
Even in despair the Holy Spirit surprises us with a jolt of Hope!
Can you feel it? Wild possibility—brimming and unfurling? 

Alleluja, the Ways of Life expand beyond systems of evil!
Resurrected Christ—inspire our compassion for the world.
We will shake off our grave clothes and dance towards New Life.

Opening Prayer

Living Christ, we have seen the ways of death—codified into law, pumped into air, leaked into soil, invested 
in weapons used against us. And oh! We ache for ways of life.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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When the onslaught of systems of violence overwhelm us, awaken within us the ways of care set before 
us for this day. When despair seems more accessible than hope, surprise us with the consolation of 
friendship. Thank you for your steadfastness against the lovers of domination. Thank you for the example 
of a life lived in solidarity. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Mary Oliver writes:

Every morning I walk like this around
the pond, thinking: if the doors of my heart
ever close, I am as good as dead.

Every morning, so far, I’m alive.

Even when sorrow wakes with us in the morning, let us strive to keep our hearts open. We collect our 
offerings this day as nourishment to all that wants to grow—to live—in our communities.

Prayer of Dedication

Wise Spirit, clarify your invitation to our communities—the ways we are called to co-create salvation 
for one another. Undo that within us what clings to the ways of domination. Bless our offerings to the 
audacity of our open hearts. 

Benediction

Go forth surprised by the Wily Ways of New Life—
seeking stones rolled away,
telling your neighbor about paths of possibility.

For God does not move as systems of domination do—
She unfolds. She queers.
She lures. She pulls reversals.
She loves Stubborn Hope.

Go with God.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 What beliefs about death and afterlife are reflected in the death and grief rituals in your tradition? How 
can you foster edifying conversations on death amongst members of your spiritual community?

•	 Does your faith community or tradition have anything to say about lives lost to violent systems? What 
occasions of mass death are recognized? Do these recognitions need to be expanded to include more 
marginalized populations?

•	 What practices in your community encourage self-affirmation? Do your gatherings allow space for mem-
bers, especially those who are new, to tell you who they are?

Application

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

Cosmic - The deeply emotional conundrum of human life’s temporality is a mesopotamia for philosophy and 
sacred science. A religion or spirituality which does not adequately equip its adherents to confront death is 
certain to be abandoned. Death and whatever experience (if any) meets us thereafter will always be one of 
the most captivating features of any cosmology. The ontological limbo - the is and isn’t-ness - of corpses among 
other associated dangers have disfigured them into taboo images of horror in Western media. Real and especially 
white-bodied corpses are not to be portrayed publicly due to the disturbance they incite as well as potential 
disrespect to the family of the departed. Given this overall sensitivity, spiritual leaders carry a responsibility to 
know what our traditions believe about death, especially for the spirits of those subject to mass death campaigns 
or disposability politics. 

The bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ has become the cornerstone of the Christian faith, but bodily 
resurrection more broadly was not an unusual belief among Jewish folks. The more conventional understanding 
of bodily resurrection in Jewish theology concerned the status and destination of the soul for the afterlife. 
Martha Himmelfarb explains in an essay on “Afterlife and Resurrection” in Jewish culture that,

“Some ancient Jews believed that the soul would be returned to its body at the time of the last judgment. 
Josephus’s claim that the Pharisees believed in reincarnation (J. W. 2.163) may be an attempt to present this 
idea in a form more accessible to his audience. According to Josephus, the Sadducees were the only Jewish 
group to reject the idea of the immortality of the soul and postmortem reward and punishment”

The prevailing theologies of bodily resurrection did maintain that the resurrection would be either a return 
to one’s own body or rebirth into another. This narrative in John appears to deliberately unsettle these 
conventions as though the Jesus movement may have something to gain from an undead hero at this seemingly 
defeated stage? Cosmologies cannot prioritize historicity, so they’re only as true as they are useful or resonant. 
Jesus reappearing somewhere between resurrection and reincarnation presents a “third” queered category 
of posthumous, transfigured return rivaling that of the zombie in its peculiarity. While the physical body of 

https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Limbo_(dance)
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Christ isn’t necessarily given life again in this narrative, an adult Christ still achieves life anew in the varied 
unrecognizable forms of his “resurrected” appearances. When the state threatens to kill you for your refusal 
to accommodate its sadistic devices, there’s hardly a more triumphant outcome than death itself relenting to 
divine power. Even better, Jesus is not in a body that will just be easily recognized and hunted down again; the 
resurrected Christ could be just about anyone, meandering as innocuously as a shepherd, a carpenter, or a 
gardener.

This Johannine narrative of Christ’s resurrection supplies us with cosmic license to reconsider our attitudes 
towards death. Zombies like Christ show us that liberating spiritualities disrupt dominant understandings of 
death that weaponize its alleged finality. An imperial cosmology that posits death as a total and irreversible 
disconnection from lived reality can be opposed by cosmologies like those of African/Indigenous and diasporic 
traditions that place death within a cycle of reconnection and renewal. These more open cosmologies set 
a landscape for ritual practice that dismisses whiteness’ pursuit of immortality and conquering time. Scams 
like Televangelist Jim Bakker’s desperate enterprise in five-gallon buckets of MRE doomsday macaroni can 
be revealed as the white-colonial farce that it is. When your savior is not only murdered but his allegedly 
holy body is robbed from its resting place, the version of the story that offers some glimmering possibility 
for renewal is not only most compelling but most sustaining for communities whose worlds have ended ten 
times over. 

Structural - When Jewish belief in the bodily resurrection, particularly of martyrs, was stirred in with the 
messianic fervor surrounding Jesus, threat of death as the state’s primary tactic for maintaining supremacy 
could be called into question. Sure, the state can kill, but what happens if the victims somehow return? In our 
contemporary cultural imagination, the return of the dead without rebirth has been epitomized by a slightly 
different phenomenon than what’s described here in John. Zombies are the dead and usually decomposing 
bodies who, by whatever cosmically invasive measures, have been reanimated. Like most of what populates 
our horror and suspense thrillers, there seems to be just enough plausibility to enrapture our deep-seated 
concerns…

“In Haiti, we have the cult of the Ghedes, with its elaborate pantheon of deities of the dead, most 
notably Baron Samedi. While egun reverence is practiced in Cuba (los muertos), Brazil (preto velles), and 
Africa (egungun), Baron Samedi and his entourage of the dead dress and act differently from the spiritual 
beings in other communities…Haiti also has the dreaded zombi, the ‘walking dead.’”

In her book Jambalaya, Luisah Teish is acknowledging the historical fact that zombies or the zombi originally 
belong to Black, particularly Haitian, cultural heritage. She continues,

“In Haiti, the zombi is believed to be the moving body of a person who is assumed to have been dead. 
There is all kinds of wild speculation on the nature of the zombi. I have encountered at least one 
obscure source that claims the zombi is no more than a clown of sorts made up with burnt cork and 
eggshells to scare and entertain the innocent. Another obscure source alludes to the zombi state as a 
borrowing of time from the next life by a person who is reluctant to ‘cross over’ from this life. The most 
sensible speculation on the creation of a zombi is that the person is given an herbal concoction, much 

https://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2015/12/03/456677535/apocalypse-chow-we-tried-televangelist-jim-bakkers-survival-food
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like the one used in Shakespeare’s play Romeo and Juliet, which simulates physical death…”

Even in this text that prioritizes Black folk magic and esoterica, the author posits that the zombi isn’t “real” in 
the sense that the physical reality involved return from total death. Despite the unlikelihood, there was a time 
when the zombi was believed to be real although the true origin of the word adds a good measure of intrigue 
to the notion.

“The English word ‘zombie’ is first recorded in 1819, in a history of Brazil by the poet Robert Southey, in 
the form of ‘zombi’, actually referring to the Afro-Brazilian rebel leader named Zumbi and the etymology 
of his name in ‘nzambi’. The Oxford English Dictionary gives the origin of the word as Central African and 
compares it to the Kongo words ‘nzambi’ (god) and ‘zumbi’ (fetish).”

Does the English “zombie” link more closely to a “nzambi” or god with power to overcome death? Or could 
the story of the African revolutionary Zumbi, the executed last king of the Quilombos or Brazilian maroon 
communities, have influenced the wide adaptation of the term in service of homage and abolitionist inspiration 
across the forced diaspora?

English professor Amy Wilentz speaks about the significant influence Haitian slavery has had on Zombie. She 
details how some priests in Voudoun were made to be plantation overseers despite also being enslaved. They 
then exploited the threat of a person’s zombified body being enslaved to work forever if slaves committed 
suicide. Zombies later fell victim to this colonial mutation of Voudoun due to the enslaved not fearing death 
due, in part, to a cosmology similar to that promising eternal life. Some enslaved peoples believed that their 
spirits would return to Africa if they chose to give up life, so overseers began threatening that captives who 
opt out of enslaved life via death would be punished with zombification and eternal labor. Had the priests or 
other skilled practitioners not been made overseers, they could have been an enormous threat to the colonial 
project perhaps most exemplified by Romaine la Prophetesse who was thought to be a transgender woman 
and Marian multispiritualist who helped lead the Haitian revolution. Priests’ solidarity with the oppressed 
was intentionally interrupted, and the legacy of Zumbi the abolitionist fighter was sanitized from dominant 
conceptions of zombies.

It feels all the more convenient, then, that the modern zombie has been whitewashed into this subordinate, 
inhuman race that terrorizes white people (once the Black people die first because the horror genre insists 
on only casting Black people as expendable characters) and must be completely eliminated to ensure the 
safety of the white remnant. While I may not go so far as to say that Hollywood’s fixation on zombies is white 
nationalist propaganda, I will urge us to interrogate the white fears that cause zombie stories, with their ever-
predictable plotlines, to remain as captivating as they have been for generations.

Jesus’ death threatened to neuter this radical swell of messianism of its anti-imperial credibility. Thousands of 
people were counting on Jesus to be the new king who would snatch the empire from Caesar’s hands and 
burst it open like a pinata. His death was not only tragic but one of the greatest eschatological upsets of its 
time. The resurrection Gospel then makes its triumphal entry, like the Hatian zombi, saying “not so fast… it 
ain’t over yet!” The masterful trick being that resurrection need not be “real” in the verifiable sense. It only 
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needs to be plausible to those agents of empire who fear the wrath of their victims the most. 

If all Black and Indigenous people who suffered under chattel enslavement and ethnic annihilation were to 
return with cognitive faculty enough to recall the injustices against their people, how might you engage with 
them and gain their trust? Are the objectives of your faith practice in service to their spirits? The goals of our 
communal faith practice are materially useless if they are not in service of those being subjected to similar 
fates today. 

Interpersonal - Jesus dying was close to the worst case scenario before Mary, reportedly alone, discovers 
that the scenario can plummet worse yet; his body is gone. This should have been a shattering discovery for 
an already distraught chosen family member. This shock probably launches Mary’s parasympathetic nervous 
system into overdrive as she clamors to make sense of this through her grief. She’s breathing shallow breaths 
and breaking a stress-induced sweat as she scans her environment for answers. A possibility appears as 
some random guy, and she needed the person standing before her to be someone who might have the 
power to change her circumstance… or someone to potentially shift the blame to? “Did you do this?” In her 
desperation, Mary is immediately accusatory towards this apparent stranger outside the tomb. 

We rush to conclusions on folks’ characters and identities to help us make sense of our environment. This 
can also be necessary for survival. “Be nice to the weird quiet loner guy.” “Let me give this man my number so 
that I can get home safely.” “This person in the blue uniform is easily threatened and can kill me if frightened.” 
Quick judgments are said to be a necessary skill we evolved for our safety. Still, just as we no longer have full-
coverage fur and the appendix has become an anatomical enigma, we can evolve beyond some features once 
needed to preserve our species. 

A staff person at a cell and internet provider store was jovial and kind to customers. He greeted me warmly 
as I told him what I needed. As he helped with my request, he noticed the college logo on my jacket. “You 
teach up there?” He asked. I was in sweatpants, pink fuzzy socks, and Rugrats slides with my hair pulled back 
in big fuzzy twists. He likely noticed that I looked like a student, but perhaps I didn’t quack like one. Something 
within him prompted him to maintain a curiosity, yet when he framed his question, he opted for the more 
“honorable” possibility. This stunned me a bit. Even masked, I look younger than my age, so I’m accustomed to 
folks presuming that I’m a teenager.

Later in the conversation, he shared his dismay that folks commonly assume him to be unintelligent because 
he works in retail. Perhaps this lived experience developed a competence that liberated him to see me as a 
potential professor. Perhaps he noticed the Rugrats characters on my slides and calculated me, a 90s baby, to 
be beyond typical college years. Without making a patron saint of this white guy for what should be common 
courtesy, it meant something to me that he allowed me to tell him who I was.

I had the college jacket because I was previously the Coordinator of Community and Interfaith Programs 
for the college. The poor “gardener” was not gifted this courtesy, and we can’t say for sure that he should 
have been. Jesus’ unrecognizable body could have been covered in dirt for all we know. Mary may have had 
reason to suppose he was the gardener just as the store clerk had reason to suppose I was a student. Yet the 
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narrative still resolves that the person whom she discounted and accused was her Great Teacher all along. 
Traumatic experiences can easily alter our capacity to access our highest compassion, and Mary was amidst 
calamity. It would have been too high an expectation of her to lean into curiosity in this scenario, but what 
about for us? Consider the ways may we be unfairly imposing our conditioned presumptions onto others’ 
identities whether via misgendering, assuming status, or failing to recognize lived expertise. How can we look 
for a Great Teacher first among those our culture brands as suspect?

Sources

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zombie#cite_note-Zombie-3
Martha Himmelfarb, “Afterlife and Resurrection” in the Jewish Annotated New Testament
Luisa Teish, Jambalaya: The Natural Woman’s Book of Personal Charmes and PRactical Rituals
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2015/10/how-america-erased-the-tragic-history-of-the-
zombie/412264/
https://sites.duke.edu/ginalisgh323/zombification-process/

Words for inspiration: 

“Oh, what? I’m not dead. It never gave dead. Do not ever play with me. I’m Rolling Ray, the most famous boy 
in a wheelchair, and it’s still giving what’s supposed to be gave, puurrr!”
- Rolling Ray

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Sickle cell patient’s success with gene editing raises hopes and questions

If you’re Black, saying ‘I do’ can increase your taxes

Ghosts of polluters past

Sanders-Led Committee Releases Damning Report on Starbucks’s Anti-Union Activity

Internet Archive to Appeal Federal Ruling Against Lending of Digital Books

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

https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2015/10/how-america-erased-the-tragic-history-of-the-zombie/412264/
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2015/10/how-america-erased-the-tragic-history-of-the-zombie/412264/
https://sites.duke.edu/ginalisgh323/zombification-process/
https://twitter.com/dramaforthegirl/status/1511171626699997184?s=20
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2023/03/16/1163104822/crispr-gene-editing-sickle-cell-success-cost-ethics?utm_campaign=storyshare&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_medium=social
https://publicintegrity.org/inequality-poverty-opportunity/if-youre-black-saying-i-do-can-increase-your-taxes/
https://publicintegrity.org/environment/ghosts-of-polluters-past/ghosts-of-polluters-past/
https://truthout.org/articles/sanders-led-committee-releases-damning-report-on-starbuckss-anti-union-activity/
https://truthout.org/articles/internet-archive-to-appeal-federal-ruling-against-lending-of-digital-books/
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Casey Overton (she/they) is a radical communications strategist and 
spiritual 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 communica-
tions 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!
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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-
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revmollybolton.com and on insta @mjbolton.
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