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TEXTS
March 26, 2023

Ezekiel 37:1-14
Psalm 130
Romans 8:6-11
John 11:1-45

What links the texts this week?

Theology must respond to the very human concern with death and dying. As a superlative among

the most defining moments in human life, death demands commentary and approaches that assist us
in navigating its powerful turbulence. The message we gather from scripture is that there will remain
a greater power than death and that we should lean into Divine grace to orient us to this seemingly
cruel phenomenon. While we are never promised immortality or an existence free of death, we are
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invited to insist upon abundant life even as we all experience the stench and horror of death.

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

Call to worship

Systems dealing in death swirl around us.
Fear and anger surge through our bodies.
Uncertainty is our unwelcome companion.

We cry out to you, Oh God of Life—

Protect Trans youth!

Protect people who are able to get pregnant!
Protect victims of war!

Protect our flora and fauna kin!

Protect water and soil!

Comfort us with your healing presence.
Surprise us with your creative way-making.

Opening Prayer B

Compassionate Spirit, our hearts break for all that we have lost. We are disoriented by grief—personal

and global. The love we carry for our departed loved ones feels like it has nowhere to land. We refuse to
© 2023 enfleshed


https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing

harden our hearts by swallowing our cries.

God With Us, guide us in the ways of soulful mourning. Move with us through the flow of grief. Ground us
in the shared experience of sorrow. Console us with hope for connection and joy even amidst loss. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

When Jesus witnesses Mary weeping over her dead brother, Lazarus, Jesus’ spirit was greatly disturbed and
he was deeply moved. Let us live in the legacy of Christ, who is moved with compassion for the bereaved
and who works towards the ways of life. We gather our offerings in the spirit of compassion and solidarity.

Prayer of Dedication

To the alleviation of suffering, to support during loss, to compassion during grief—we dedicate our gifts,
Soulful God. For sorrow and joy dance together in our lives. And when we close off to one, we close off
to the other.

Benediction

Go forth co-creating a world unafraid of heartfelt mourning—
where we offer one another not only consolation sorrow

but actions to alleviate suffering.

For God is with us in our grief

and God is with us as we tend the ways of joy.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Is your community aware of the death-like transitions other members may be contending with in their lives?
How might these members feel encouraged to come to other community members for relief from the bindings

of their “grave clothes?”

* In what ways is your spiritual practice or faith tradition “disturbing” to religious and political leaders? How can

your community’s insistence on life become impossible for powerful people to ignore?

* How do your death and mourning rituals compare to those of other traditions? What measures can be taken to

ensure that those grieving are cared for and comforted as best they can be?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Min. Candace Simpson (she/her).

Cosmic - This text highlights the power of family and community. It is written very much like the transcript of
an elder trying to explain how everyone is related at the family reunion. The narrator is telling a present story,
while also inserting details about what eventually happens past this point.

“Now, your cousin, Lazarus, was not well. So remember this is the town where Mary and her sister stayed.
Martha, remember. Now, Mary was the one who [eventually] anointed Jesus with perfume. Okay, so THAT Mary,
it's her brother Lazarus who was ill.”

The narrator of the text takes their time to point out just how connected all these characters are. As readers,
we get the sense that the stakes are even higher. After all, Mary is the one who will eventually anoint Jesus with
her hair. She breaks the rules and norms of how women should behave, and Jesus himself says, “she bought [the
expensive perfume] so that she might keep it for the day of my burial”

In John 12, the narrator says they gather at the home of Lazarus. Lazarus is described as “reclining” with Jesus.
This is the same Lazarus who just one chapter before was fully dead for four days in his designated tomb. With
this context, we can imagine why Mary might have felt compelled to do the bold thing to anoint Jesus’ feet with
her own hair and expensive perfume.

Are there people (or places, or communities, or historical figures) that have changed your life? Perhaps, woken
up the dying parts of you? Have you ever felt indebted to someone for the delight they've brought to your life?
How do you respond to that moment without feeling like you eternally owe someone? On the other end of the
equation, what does it feel like to feel like someone owes you? How do you avoid exploiting the relationship?

When Jesus calls Lazarus out of the tomb, he warps time and nature. Death is final until Jesus says it is. The text
tells us that a “dead man came out” with “his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth and his face wrapped in a
cloth.” Jesus tells those nearby, “unbind him and let him go.”

The bulk of the work has been done by Jesus. But it took the miracle of Jesus and the work of the community to
restore Lazarus. Ve do not know what kind of memory or lasting trauma Lazarus holds after four days of being
dead. At best, he has no recollection of his life-clock stopping. That alone is traumatizing. But he might have
horrifying stories of what it’s like to travel to the Other Side. It is not written in the text, but we can imagine
that at the very least, Lazarus himself is confused about how he ended up back here.

This example is a dramatic one. Depending on your approach to the Bible, you may consider this unbelievable
and might not take it literally. In our own lives, however, we are surrounded by people who experienced
incredibly challenging moments and lived to tell the story. How will we hold space for those people? VWe may
not all know people who were technically dead for a moment, only to be revived by medical professionals. But
we might know people who return home from prison. Or come home from a long stay in the hospital. Or
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emerge after an isolating and abusive relationship. Or endure a heartbreaking legal battle. As long as we are in
community with other people, we will be surrounded by folks who emerge from their own personal hells.

Jesus tells us, “unbind him and let him go.” His response is to help Lazarus out of the clothes of death and let
him be free. Lazarus cannot “recline” at the dinner party in his death clothes. Jesus calls us to let people shed
the “stench” of previous conditions so that we can be free to do the next thing.

What death clothes are you wrapped in? Though we are coming closer to Springtime, there is a reprieve in
insisting “new year, new me.” We can always be made new in Christ. What could you be free to do if you
were “unbound” by the death clothes? What holds you back? What shackles you to a version of yourself you
no longer want to be?

We can imagine that Lazarus was then known throughout the community as “the guy who used to be dead
but is now alive.” Jesus hoped that Lazarus’ second life would be an opportunity for the crowd to “believe
[God] sent me.” Maybe you want your life to be a testimony to the goodness of God. You may be hopeful to
tell the world who you used to be, and what you used to do. That is your right because it is your story.

But if you want to just be “unbound” so that you can be “let go,” that is also your right. Each day is a good
day to be set free on your own terms.

Structural - In the 2006 animated film Happy Feet, we follow a collective of penguins who are caught in
the tension between “tradition” and “new ways.” The elders are a council of penguins who rule the larger
penguin community. The penguins have been concerned about the fish supply because it has been dwindling.
They believe that their penguin misbehavior has offended the Source of fish.

When the young tap-dancing penguin, Mumble, insists that there’s some kind of strange being on the fray

of the community likely responsible for the lack of fish, the elders refuse to take him seriously. It becomes a
point of division and confusion. The community cannot decide what they want to do about the fish supply,
and they struggle to believe that there are “aliens” out there. The elders huddle because they find Mumble’s
theories unreasonable. They believe that his tendency to dance (rather than sing) makes him strange and
untrustworthy. His cries threaten the established order. One of the elders yells while Mumble tries to explain
his theory for the fish supply.

“So it follows. Dissent leads to division and division leads us to doom! You, Mumble- Happy Feet, must go!”

If we were critical of this literature, we might wonder why “elders” and “backwards thinking” were mapped
on top of each other. Who does it help to imagine elders as wholly cruel? If our current landscape is any
indication, bigoted thinking is not something that all elders practice. And not all young people are progressive.
Hauntingly, Ed Kilgore argues that “Since white people suffer proportionately less from poverty than
nonwhite people, they do tend to live longer, and in better health, which is conducive to political and other
civic activism.” If anything, we might argue that it is power and the temptation to hoard it that makes people
resist any information that might change their bigoted worldview.
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Likewise, we should be critical of the Bible. Who does it help to imagine the Jews of this text as wholly
scheming against Jesus? Scholars (both Christian and Jewish) call us to remember that Jesus himself was Jewish.
Contemporary Christian rhetoric (across the political spectrum) tends to be Anti-Semitic. One might find the
word “Pharisee” used pejoratively by even self-proclaimed liberals. In 2019, Pete Buttigieg called then-VP Mike
Pence and the Republican Party in general “Pharisees.” This rhetorical shorthand was intended to convey the
meaning of “hypocrisy,” but instead was carelessly violent. Even worse, such rhetorical shorthand never harms
its intended target (like VP Pence), but it does encourage violence against Jewish people.

In its entirety beyond today’s lectionary passage selection, the 11th chapter of John uses the story of Lazarus
to set up a battleground between Jesus and The Jews. This text has material consequences for Jewish people
today. As Chris Seeman writes in the National Catholic Reporter,

“In the Christian mind, Pharisees have become a “metonym” for Judaism; that is, whatever is said about
the Pharisees Christians assume to be true — or at least typical — of all Jews. When this assumption is
combined with Christian ignorance of actual Jews and Judaism, anything, however false or misleading, is
more readily believed.”

Though today’s passage does not as explicitly mention the plotting of the Jewish leaders, it is important that
we recognize how this miracle is eventually weaponized. First, it is weaponized within the text as a reason that
the “chief priests and Pharisees called a meeting of the council.” Secondly, it is a reason that current Christian
leaders sloppily blame Jewish people for the execution of Jesus instead of the Roman Empire. When engaging
this text, be mindful of the hidden (and explicit) narratives that serve as the foundation for contemporary and
historical violence.

Another overarching theme of this passage is persistence. First, the sisters send a message to Jesus that Lazarus
is ill. Then, Martha calls Jesus out to his face saying, “if you had been here, my brother would not have died.

But even now | know that God will give you whatever you ask.” Even more after this, Mary goes to Jesus and
repeats the sentiment.

If you had been here, my brother would not have died.

She begins to weep at his feet and sees a number of Jewish kin with her. The text tells us that this display
“disturbs” his spirit. Mary staged her own organized direct action. Using the theater of public vulnerability,

she insists on making Jesus change. In two separate verses, the text says that Jesus is “greatly disturbed.” The
Greek would suggest something like “groaning in himself.” The word embrimaomai comes from a word that
suggests one “snorts with anger.” In other places throughout the New Testament, it is used to describe a scoff
at someone else. But here, Jesus is snorting within himself. He is unsatisfied with his own inaction. Throughout
the text he is challenged to do something about Lazarus before he dies and scolded for doing nothing once he’s
dead. It is the persistence of the community that brings Lazarus back to life through Jesus Christ.

In our local communities, we have to be persistent. VWhat do we want? What do we need? What would save

our lives? We know that we will not be given these things easily, so we remain persistent in making them
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happen.

We can disturb even Jesus. He'll be fine. And if we are unafraid to disturb Jesus, certainly we can disturb our
local elected officials and those who fund them.

Interpersonal - “She’s in a better place now.” “We loved her a lot, but God loved her most.” “He’s one of
God’s angels now.” “To be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord.” “Everything happens for a
God gives

LT

reason.” “| know it’s hard that they’re gone, but God will never give you more than you can bear.
the toughest battles to the strongest soldiers.”

We have so many cliches about death in the Christian tradition. If we assume they are said with generous
intent, they are hopeful attempts to make sense of that which makes no sense. Those of us left behind to
tidy up financial accounts, give away old suits, and water the plants of the departed find ourselves grasping
for sense. It doesn’t matter if our loved one passed away suddenly or slowly. We never feel we have enough
time. We catch ourselves seeking a sign for closure. Maybe we hear their favorite song and feel their presence
from The Great Beyond. Perhaps we see a butterfly and get the sense we've been visited by their spirit.
Losing a loved one in any way is enough to disorient even the most mild-mannered, grounded, “well-adjusted”
person. And in that dizziness, we may be more likely to fall into unhealthy cliches or responses. This fall is
human, natural, and a reasonable response to one’s world being turned upside down.

Even though cliches are natural, they are still confusing. That is the great paradox of human reactions to loss.
As human as they are, we are still deserving of sufficient and capable care following loss. Jesus himself says to
his disciples, “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but | am going there to awaken him.” The disciples take
this statement seriously and at face value. They believe Lazarus is genuinely sleeping and snoring. They cannot
understand the urgency of Jesus’ words. They say, “if he has fallen asleep, he will be alright.” The narrator of
the text whispers to us, the eventual readers, as if we are in on a bigger joke.

Jesus, however, had been speaking about his death, but they thought that he was referring merely to sleep.

Eventually, Jesus has to speak “plainly” and says “Lazarus is dead.” By the time they arrived at Lazarus’
hometown, he had been in the tomb for four days. Martha is distraught.

If you had been here, my brother would not have died...

If anyone was in need of a death doula, it was this family. Francesca Arnoldy, lead instructor of the University
of Vermont’s Larner College of Medicine, argued that “the beginning of life and the end are so similar...The
intensity of it, the mystery, all of the unknowns. You have to relinquish your sense of control and agenda and
ride it out, and be super attentive in the moment.”

Death doulas also do not
“get involved in medical issues. Rather, they support clients emotionally, physically, spiritually and

practically, stepping in whenever needed. That could be a few days before someone dies, sitting vigil
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with them in their last hours, giving hand massages, making snacks. Or it could be months or even years
earlier, after someone receives a terminal diagnosis, keeping them company, listening to their life stories
or helping them craft autobiographies, planning funerals.”

Death is disorienting. For all of us, (minus Jesus, Lazarus, Jairus’ unnamed daughter and other resurrected
characters across global religious traditions), it is final. According to the International End of Life Doula
Association, “dying isn’t a medical event. It is a human one.” Every culture has rituals and mythologies around
dying. These creative responses help create a response to the existential crisis around death.

Lazarus’ friends should be highlighted in our engagement of this text. They have human, messy, gooey, feelsy
responses to Lazarus’ death.

Could not he who opened the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?

This isn’'t the most “evolved” or “progressive” thing to say. Perhaps if we followed up with the person who
lamented, they may feel embarrassed for having said this aloud. It’s a personal, vulnerable thing to say, and
something we intellectually know might be uncouth. Yet we feel it. Why is the impossible possible for
everyone but us?

“How can someone be dead? VWhat happens when we die? They're dead, but | see the body right there. | just
saw him yesterday. He was just filled with life. Why didn’'t God take someone else who | hated more? Why do
these people live after their diagnosis and my loved one didn’t?”

If you have felt these feelings, or if you are in a cosmic community with people who express these

vulnerabilities, challenge yourself to resist the cookie-cutter cliches. Instead, allow yourself to feel the stench
of the body, truly dead for four days. Feel the gap the size of the grief you carry.

Words for inspiration:
“Any time you know you’re within the law, within your legal rights, within your moral rights, in accord with
justice, then die for what you believe in. But don’t die alone. Let your dying be reciprocal. This is what is

meant by equality. What'’s good for the goose is good for the gander.”

- Malcolm X
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https://youtu.be/Nka|FIr5Fhk
https://www.ncronline.org/culture/book-reviews/scholars-outline-history-pharisees-and-roots-harmful-an-

ti-jewish-stereotypes

https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2018/05/poor-people-often-dont-survive-to-become-seniors-who-vote.
heml

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/24/well/doulas-death-end-of-life.html
https://www.tiktok.com/@ejspeaks_/video/7116387489517931822?is_from_webapp=1&sender_de-
vice=pc&web_id=7179018602257860138
https://www.winnipegfreepress.com/arts-and-life/life/faith/2019/06/22/pharisee-as-pejorative-is-offen-
sive-rabbi

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Can insects have culture? Puzzle-solving bumblebees show it’s possible

Police are prosecuting abortion seekers using their digital data — and Facebook and Google help them
Texas Women Sued for Wrongful Death for Allegedly Helping Friend Obtain Abortion

US Corporations Are Bringing Back Child Labor, With Help From GOP Lawmakers

Chicago Grocery Teamsters Face Retaliation for Exercising Their Rights
[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.”
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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.
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revmollybolton.com and on insta @mjbolton.
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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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