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TEXTS
April 23, 2023

Acts 2:14a, 36-41
Psalm 116:1-4, 12-19
1 Peter 1:17-23
Luke 24:13-35

What links the texts this week?

The anguish of suffering demands an insistence on otherwise possibilities. In our scripture, the righ-
teous indignation of suffering peoples inspires them to pursue realities far beyond what should be
likely or even feasible. Imagination can be born of misery in a way that does not make suffering re-
demptive in and of itself. The scandal of the cross remains that those forced into the heaviest chains
are most enlightened in the ways of freedom. Those whose bodies are broken first are first to em-
body resurrection.

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

Call to worship

We love the God Who is With Us
because They are compassionate when we cry for mercy.
So we will call on Them as long as we live.

When cords of violence entangle us,

When the anguish of death overwhelms us,
When distress and sorrow overcome us—

We will call upon the Sustaining One for help.

Surely They will be present to our aching.
Surely They will lead us towards paths of justice and care.

Opening Prayer
Harmful laws and hateful rhetoric infiltrate our communities, put us at risk, and make our spirits weary.
What do you ask of us, Oh God? We long for systems rooted in liberation. We yearn for ways-of-being-

rooted in understanding. How do we set each other free, oh God? In our gathering, may we discern an
invitation from you. Guide us towards tender wisdom. Amen.
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing

Invitation to Offering

Jesus came back from the grave to eat fish with his friends on the shoreline. What wonderful gifts of being
alive—sharing food with friends, being soothed by the presence of water. We gather our offerings that we
might create nourishment, rest, and community for each other. Come, let us praise this life we have.

Prayer of Dedication

Living Christ, bless our offerings to shared meals, soulful connections, and spaces of rest. May all people be
cared for. May we live in kind relationship with each other and the earth. Amen.

Benediction

Go from this place as wild violets in the cracks of concrete—
When all seems paved over, may we sprout forth hope.
When all seems desolate, may we bloom forth Ways of Life.
Go with God—our Creator, Sustainer, and Redeemer.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  Does your spiritual tradition speak of death as a bad thing? How do your tradition’s beliefs about death differ

from others? What theological advantage or disadvantage might that difference offer to the bereaved?

*  What benefits could your community be insistent upon? Who has the power to confer those benefits and what

can be done to demand them?

* How often does your faith community engage in collective grieving practices? VWhat circumstances or events are

grieved most amongst your folks, and how can they be comforted?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Min. Candace Simpson (she/her).

Cosmic - Psalm 116 features prominently at Jewish tables during Passover. It is recited during the conclusion
of the dinner with celebratory wine. Passover is a ritual that recounts the Exodus narrative. During dinner,
people pray, tell stories, speak about current issues of justice, and most importantly, gather to see each other.
The Exodus narrative is one that feels all too familiar— a ruler’s power is threatened by the growth of those he
oppresses. In solidarity with the Jews enslaved in Egypt, God sends a series of plagues. The final plague is the
killing of the firstborns. To send away the angel of death, the Israelites painted over their doors with blood. This
way, the Death Angel would “pass-over” them.

In Guillermo Del Toro’s Pinocchio, we meet another kind of Death. As described by Rohan Jain at Cinemaholic,
Death is a blue spirit creature who has a humanoid face with “goat’s horns, lion’s mane and paws, wings, and a
tail with snakes,” and though Death is “intimidating,” death is not “villainous.” Instead, Death guides Pinocchio
through the bureaucratic red tape of immortality, helping him wait through the sands of time so he can be sent
back to Earth.

Jain helps us think about Death in a more expansive way. Death is intimidating, but not villainous. Death is not
itself evil. Things and people must die. It is, as the saying goes, part of life. However, the circumstances under
which people die (especially in the fascist world that Pinocchio and we ourselves inhabit) are marks of evil. How
do people die? Why? Who makes the decision about sacrificing one town over another for water poisoning?
What is the calculus in deciding which lands are worthy of military bomb tests? VWhose choice is it to deregulate
guns and who stands to lose in that decision?

As audience members, we may have been initially startled at the form of Death. After all, why does any being
need wings and a tail of snakes? The form is frightening. But in some way, the artists’ choice to make Death look
this way might be a clue. Why would not the spirit of Death reflect multiple creatures that will die? Don’t winged
creatures and horned creatures find themselves dying, too? What does the Flesh of Death look like? And why
might the artists choose to create a composite creature to represent it?

Likewise, the Psalmist imagines a form of God that in some way understands their plight.

| love the Lord, because [the Lord] has heard my voice and my supplications. Because [the Lord] inclined [an] ear to me,
therefore | will call on [the Lord] as long as | live.

The Psalmist imagines that God has some kind of mechanism to hear the prayer of distress and anguish. Surely,
the Lord knows about my needs. Certainly, the Lord

Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his faithful ones.

And the Psalmist continues to imagine the flesh of God responding to humanity’s needs and life cycles. We have
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already experienced two sense-based euphemisms. In many other places where the word “sight” is used, it
also refers to someone’s “estimation” or “opinion.” Ve might find some other ways to imagine how God
gets updated about our lives.

“The Lord keeps tabs on me.” “The Lord notices when my plate is empty.” “The Lord can tell when | need a
bill paid.” “The Lord witnessed my stress.” “My concerns are never far from the mind of God.”

Thinking with Pinocchio again, what does it mean that God understands the death of faithful ones as
“precious?” Don't we have enough cliches that tell us “to be absent from the body is to be present with the
Lord?” Why do we need language that tells us that anyone’s death is precious!?

Pinocchio becomes immortal through magic. Every death comes with a resurrection. Even when he stands up
against the dictator through an anti-fascist song. He can taunt the dictator when he comes to see his puppet
show because the stakes for him are not like for other boys. He can take risks that other boys can't. He will
come back to life, even after facing the worst kind of death. In this way, he begins to feel invincible.

The spirit of Death has to teach Pinocchio that immortality is a liability. VWhile he may live forever, his peers
do not have the same power. His friends, his family, his pets will all die. Time is not the same for us all. If life is
precious, so too is our death.

What deaths have you witnessed lately? How did they change you? What did they mean for you personally,
for your family, your community? And what do you need to hold space for your ever-changing relationship
with grief?

Structural (CW: mention of racialized rape) - What shall | return to the Lord for all his bounty to me?

Throughout the Christian (and Christian-adjacent) tradition, we have to wrestle with the ongoing narrative
of “owing” something to God. You may come from a tradition where your pastor taught you that Jesus died
“for your sins.” Therefore, giving your life to him is part of the discipleship calculus. Or, Hannah prays out of
desperation for a child. She prays in such a way that those observing her believe she is drunk. She prays to
the point of distress and weeping.

“O Lord of hosts, if only you will look on the misery of your servant and remember me and not forget your servant
but will give to your servant a male child, then | will set him before you as a Nazirite until the day of his death. He
shall drink neither wine nor intoxicants, and no razor shall touch his head.”

God didn’t ask for this exchange. But Hannah was so in need that she began to think of what she could
“return to the Lord for all his bounty.” We may hear the word “bounty” and think of stories of seafaring
adventures with treasure chests and secret maps. Or we may think of the spoils of war, in which the
“bounty” is gold, land and people. On many insurance ledgers of ships that crossed the Atlantic Ocean,
Africans (soon to become enslaved) were marked as “bounty.” There are not many positive, anti-oppression
meanings for “bounty.” Like so many words about abundance in English, they are often tied to ideas about
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wealth and power.

Except, the word that is used in Hebrew is not “bounty.” It is “benefit”. The phrase is better translated as “what
shall | turn back to the Lord for all Their benefits towards me?”

If God is a good and powerful God, what benefits will we see in our daily lives?

In this present political moment, people are uprising for basic dignity and resources. It’s not just happening

in the United States. Protesters in France are striking and demonstrating in response to the raising of the
national retirement age. Protesters in Kenya, South Africa, Nigeria, and Tunisia are organizing against “high
costs of living, corruption, authoritarianism, fraudulent elections, and unemployment.” And everywhere there
are protestors fighting against their governments, there are consequences. Globally, protestors can expect
retaliation like disappearance, harassment, and doxxing. In Tennessee, two Black Democratic politicians who
participated in gun control protests were expelled from the statehouse.

All because we seek “benefits.” Clean water, fair elections, healthy and safe food, clean air, safe roads and
transportation infrastructure, affirming healthcare, and lives of dignity are among the benefits we seek. But
so much of this Psalm feels transactional in an imbalanced way. Hegemonic power structures teach us that in
order to be worthy of these benefits, we owe something. Who wants to owe God a favor?

Likewise, so many of us remain in a transactional and imbalanced relationship with our governments. In the
States, every four years, voters are asked to reflect on ways to make a return on all the benefits we're afforded.
Since this country’s mythic origins, however, there have always been people who noticed that the scales are not
quite balanced.

The Psalmist refers to themselves as “Servant.” This nomenclature is challenging for very good reasons.
Particularly for anyone who can trace their ancestry through the slave trade, there is very little redemption

in being understood as a “Servant.” But still the servant says, “you have loosed my bonds.” While the text has
a subheading of “Thanksgiving for Recovery from lliness,” and it is often recited at Passover, such a phrase is
multipurpose. Isn’t it something that the word is “bonds” and not “bond?” Maybe there is more than one thing
in our lives that chokes out our possibilities.

In 1944, Recy Taylor was brutally raped by six white boys in Alabama. She was a sharecropper and mother. A
tragic-yet-timely documentary, called The Rape of Recy Taylor, recounts not just the horror she endured but the
community’s response to it. Recy Taylor was bound by many systems— gender, race, class, and so much more.
The Black Press began to respond to the assault by covering the story the ways White owned media never
could. Her testimony was one of many. Black Women’s Blueprint, an advocacy organization engaged in truth
and reconciliation commission work with Black survivors, spent time working with Taylor into the sunset years
of her life.

“As culture keepers and story-bearers we see it a duty to speak to Recy’s true nature, sharing the alternative side of
the story that is lost in this current movement’s translation. Her act of resistance is in and of itself a home truth and
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a theology. Her full story is a pedagogy for this movement. For us, it is critical that we examine the way this nation,
and the current feminist movement, is choosing to remember Recy Taylor.”

Interpersonal - Have you ever been through a tough season in your life... and didn’t realize it until later?
Delayed grief is normal. It is so normal that most people experience some sort of delayed grief response in
their lifetime. As the cliche goes, “healing is not linear.” Neither is grief. VWe may think we're fine after a day or
two off of work, but then on the way to the office, we start crying after seeing an ad of a dog who looks like
the one we just buried.

Many mental health professionals encourage grieving people to reach out. Whether inwardly through
journaling or outwardly through grief support groups, finding some way to name what we feel is healthy. It
is no accident, then, that so many religious rituals involve the transformation of solo-grief into community
bonds.

According to Nancy deClaissé-Walford, Professor of Old Testament and Biblical Languages at McAfee School
of Theology, Psalm 116 is classified as “an Individual Hymn of Thanksgiving, in which a psalm singer praises
God for goodness to or on behalf of them, usually for deliverance from some trying situation (oppression,
war, sickness, etc.).” The psalmist tells whoever is listening “what has happened to the psalmist and what has
prompted words of praise.” We do not know exactly what happened to the psalmist because so much of the
Psalm feels hyperbolic. Really? The snakes of death encompassed you? The pangs of Sheol laid hold on you?

But maybe they did.

When we read Psalms like these, we may feel tempted to write them off as euphemisms or dramatic poetry.
Yet all around us, people are experiencing their versions of hell. We ourselves may feel like the “snares of
death” encompass us. And even worse, we may feel pressured to diminish our own internal turmoil because
we simply do not have time or resources to attend to it.

What would happen if we took this part of the Psalm seriously? What could we be encouraged to do if we
believed folks about their own testimonies? Has there been a time when a friend laughed off your pain? Have
you ever laughed off your own pain? It is difficult to be surrounded by people who are recounting horrifying
things. It is even more difficult to be the person who has had horrifying things happen to them. And so, to
soften this, we sometimes diminish real danger around us. It is exhausting to be vigilant all the time.

We are firmly three years into the Coronavirus pandemic. Daily, people find themselves diagnosed with new
conditions and struggling through Long Covid. As of March 29, 2023, over one million people have died in
the United States due to complications of COVID-19, and these are just the cases we know. There is no
national attempt at grieving, and there seems to be an incentive to unmask and “get back to normal” sooner
than is prudent. Even if COVID-19 magically disappeared tomorrow, there are so many things that simply will
never be the same. The obvious grief is in the loss of people. There is also loss of rituals, traditions, ways of
life. Relationships take longer to build because it takes time to feel comfortable meeting up with someone in
person. People clash on their views about risk and safety, and in result, families and friendship groups dissolve.
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It is healthy, however, to give people room to share what their experience has been. This Psalm gives us an
example of how a testimony can go. We can tell the world about the kind of God we imagine. Ve can tell
the truth about the violence we have witnessed. And sometimes, we are gifted with the agency and energy to
build a world where such horror happens to no one else.

| will pay my vows to the Lord in the presence of all [the Lord’s] people, in the courts of the house of the Lord, in your
midst, O Jerusalem. Praise the Lord!

The Psalmist isn’t just interested in a one-way direction with God; they want everyone to know about it.
They want to offer a thanksgiving sacrifice “in the presence of all” the Lord’s people. What would a ritual of
remembrance look like in your own home? Do you have photos of deceased loved ones on your mantle? Do
you follow their sweet potato pie recipe when you miss them? Do you tell stories? All of these are attempts
at naming feelings publicly. In the space of your own home, you can practice remembering.

Words for inspiration:
| had a vision - and | saw white spirits and black spirits engaged in battle, and the sun was darkened - the
thunder rolled in the Heavens, and blood flowed in streams - and | heard a voice saying, ‘Such is your luck,

such are you called to see, and let it come rough or smooth, you must surely bear it

- Nat Turner

Sources
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Why Do Local School Board Elections Matter?

Behind Georgia’s Authoritarian Crackdown On ‘Stop Cop City’ Protests

Our fight is for the right to health, not for charity and mercy

Israel strikes in Gaza, Lebanon following rocket fire in response to Al-Agsa violence

Western media continues to get it wrong when reporting on Israeli violence against Palestinians
[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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