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Acts 7:55-60

Psalm 31:1-5, 15-16
1 Peter 2:2-10
John 14:1-14

What links the texts this week?

Stephen dies a Christlike death. We are named as members of a priesthood, God’s people. We are
reserved places in God’s house. We are affirmed in our closeness and continuous access to the divine.
Where our circumstances try to make us feel unloved and discarded, we are reminded that we have
refuge in the divinity that always remains close and ready to defend us when we have no other de-
fense. We do not need to go through proxies to reach a transcendent God who has no interest in us.
Instead, She is among us and eager to respond to us.

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

Call to worship

In you, Holy Visionary, we take refuge.
With you, we co-create dignity for all of creation.

Turn your compassion towards us,

come quickly to our rescue—

deliver us from those who do not treasure
the sacred worth of all people.

Protect us from those who dream of our demise
instead of our flourishing.

Free us from all systems of domination.
Shine your face of possibility upon us.
Infuse us with your Unfailing Love.

Opening Prayer

Spirit of Righteousness & Truth—
grant us the emotional bravery to engage in difficult conversations.
Grant us the courage to root ourselves deeply in the work of our convictions.

When we must engage in conflict for the sake of authentic relationships, guide us in wisdom.
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When we must rest for the sake of our wellbeing, restore our bodies and spirits. Amen.
Invitation to Offering

Jesus and his friends collected what the crowd offered and there was enough food for all. Let us live in the
legacy of the Living Christ, sharing what we have, that all may have enough.

Prayer of Dedication

Anti-Natzi German poet, Bertolt Brecht, famously wrote:
In the dark times

Will there also be singing?

Yes, there will also be singing.

About the dark times.

God with us, bless our shared resources to solidarity amidst systems of violence. Bless our offerings to our
soulful songs. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth with the courage of the Mysterious Living God,
who is never neutral on matters of liberation.

Go forth in the legacy of the Way Makers who have gone before us—
those who wept and wailed, but chose to co-create life even amidst troubled times.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  What kind of prayers tend to be most predominant in your faith community? Do you feel like they
represent the full breadth of the human experience?

* In what ways has your spiritual community been supportive of safe space for marginalized populations
made by folks in those communitie? What can your faith or spirituality offer to folks in need of
protecting?

*  Who in your faith community may be in a constant state of vigilance? Which populations may need
to remain vigilant due to other folks in your community? What can you do to create more safety for
those becoming burnt out from being constantly alert?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him).

Cosmic - Before any Christians redefined the experience of salvation to an individual’s soul being rewarded for
a prudish life with an ethereal thumbs up, the Jewish concept of salvation had more flesh to it. Liberation would
be a better word for it now that the word salvation has become so whitewashed (in more ways than one). This
ancient view of salvation was rooted in the experience of the Exodus. This salvation is physical freedom from
physical oppression, and praying for it, as the Psalmist often does, is an urgent plea for survival. The Psalmist
presents a tangible vision of God that is expressed throughout the Psalms and the Hebrew prophets, where God
is the refuge for the oppressed.

Many Psalms may seem foreign to our own context, but we've all prayed refuge-seeking prayers like this one.
Sometimes it’s as simple as begging God, “save me from this one”. Sometimes it’s a sharp whisper of “get me the
fuck out of here”, expressed to the universe and whatever god, angel, or ancestor listening.

In The Queer Bible Commentary’s chapter on Psalms, S. Tamar Kamionkowski says “these texts, set at the social
margins, teach that complacency is not acceptable. In each of these texts, the outcast individual demands a divine
response to his or her predicament.” The Psalmist says, “incline your ear to me”, demanding God to bend down
to hear their cries for help, because nobody else is listening.

Prayers like this channel our hopes for justice, but also, as prayers of lament, they channel our sadness, and our
rage. Rageful prayers are an essential part of a holistic spirituality, even prayers where that rage is directed at
God. Biblical scholar Ken Stone explains, “the willingness of the laments to accuse God of complicity in human
suffering underscores the unacceptability of such suffering in an uncompromising and astonishing fashion, calling
into question any theological discourse that is willing to construct a comforting God while refusing to confront
the difficult question of evil.”

Our rage is made sacred in prayers of lament. An authentic relationship with God requires these kinds of
prayers. And it's through this struggle that our perspective of God shifts.

In Our Lives Matter, Pamela Lightsey develops a theology from a Black queer womanist experience, particularly
their experience of God as love. And because of that experience Lightsey calls other Black queer womanists to
“dismiss as heretical any theology that purports that God gives us up to the powers of evil, and leaves us to fend
for ourselves.”

This work requires us to reject the God presented and preserved by many Christian institutions today. Any God

1 S. Tamar Kamionkowski. “Psalms.” In The Queer Bible Commentary, edited by Deryn Guest, Robert E. Goss, Mona West,
and Thomas Bohache, (London: SCM Press, 2006). 320.

2 Ken Stone, “Safer Text: Reading Biblical Laments in the Age of AIDS,” in Sexuality and the Sacred: Sources for Theological
Reflection, 2nd ed., ed. James B. Nelson and Sandra P. Longfellow (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2004), 353.

3 Pamela R. Lightsey, Our Lives Matter: A VWomanist Queer Theology (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2015), 39.
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that gives us up to powers of evil, such as capitalism, patriarchy, white supremacy, and ecological destruction,
is a devil, used to justify the traps set for us. Our God is a refuge from that kind of evil. And the people of
this God work to provide an oasis for the oppressed in a desert wasteland filled with all kinds of traps and
poisons.

Structural - When explaining how this Psalm can be read from a queer perspective, Kamionkowski says
“Psalm 31 could be recited by an individual who has experienced ostracism and pain through the coming-out
process. The suffering in this psalm is intense and long-lasting.”

The Psalmist’s desperate search for refuge and safety is an experience that’s very common for marginalized
people. The Psalmist uses a hunting metaphor in verse 4 when they ask for God’s guidance and says, “take
me out of the net that is hidden for me”. Navigating dangerous places like this is another common experience
for marginalized people. In these spaces you must move with caution to avoid the traps that you'll inevitably
find. The ability to walk freely through spaces that others avoid is a function of privilege. That kind of
invulnerability is almost like a superpower that many people don't even realize they have.

“My times are in your hand,” says verse 15. In Hebrew the word for hand (yad) is often used as an
anthropomorphic symbol for God’s strength and power.* This image remains powerful in the next statement
as well: “deliver me from the hand of my enemies and persecutors.” This constricted feeling is also common
among marginalized people, experiencing a life where your own health and wellbeing feels like it’s in the
hands of others. A lack of power and representation means the decisions of others determine your rights,
your wages, your safety, and your very freedom. We're tired of our lives being in the hands of our enemies.

“Into your hand | commit my spirit”, the Psalmist cries out. Jesus recites this verse on the cross before he
releases his last breath, which is what the word spirit (ruah) is referring to here.* We give our very life force
to God, as we demand freedom.

“Safe spaces” have been a contentious subject within the culture wars over the last decade. According to
journalist Malcolm Harris, the term originated in gay and lesbian bars in the 60’s. “With anti-sodomy laws still
in effect,” Harris explains, “a safe space meant somewhere you could be out and in good company — at least
until the cops showed up.” Then the term was used consistently in the women’s movement in the 60’s and
70’s. Safe spaces were where people can be themselves, free from harassment, but also “where people could
find practical resistance to political and social repression.”

In 2016 the alt-right rebranded white supremacy as a sophisticated intellectual position that deserved to be
tolerated and respectfully discussed in public discourse. When this new fascist-tolerant discourse spread to
universities, astute students responded with protest. Fascist opportunists used the protests as an example of

4 Allen P. Ross, “A Commentary on the Psalms: 1-41” (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 2011), 690.

5 Robert Alter, “The Book of Psalms: A Translation with Commentary” (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2007),
106.

6 Malcolm Harris, “Shit Is Fucked Up And Bullshit: History Since the End of History” (Brooklyn: Melville House, 2017),
180.
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why the real fascists were the ones protesting their wicked ideologies, and this deceit spread until moderates
repeated the same arguments. Unfortunately, this tactic has deceived several people over the last few years,
leading people to attack the concept of safe spaces as an example of intolerance and censorship.

Right wing critics accuse those who participate in safe spaces of creating an intellectual echo chamber where
their minds are coddled, instead of challenged—as if marginalized people’s experience isn’'t one challenge after
the other. They interpret the need for safe spaces as a sign of weakness, unaware of how much strength it
takes to live in an unsafe world.

It's hard to see why safe spaces are necessary if the spaces you move in are hardly ever unsafe for you. Systems
of power and privilege shape our experiences, and create environments where the underprivileged are more
vulnerable against never-ending obstacles that don't affect privileged people.

Interpersonal - As Dr. King said in his Letter from Birmingham Jail, “Injustice anywhere is a threat to
justice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.
Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly.”

In our increasingly individualistic society, we must remember that our fate is intertwined with the fate of
everyone else. This affects all of us. It isn't enough to have the right intellectual perspective and believe that we
should all be treated equally. We must act on that belief by resisting the systems that treat us unequally. Self-
proclaimed “allies” must join the struggle. The libertarian pro-LGBTQ argument of “just leave people alone and
let them do what they want” isn't good enough in this increasingly violent climate. The oppressed need others
to join in the struggle against oppression.

We must ask ourselves how we can create safer spaces, whether that’s in our church, in our neighborhood, in
our workplace, or in our community. Safety is more crucial than ever, given the infiltration of many safe spaces,
coupled with growing violence against marginalized communities. Spaces we used to assume are safe have
become spaces of increased danger.

The safety of children is increasingly disrupted by the surge of both school shootings and increased police
presence. The safety of BIPOC is increasingly disrupted—whether you're at church or the grocery store—by
white supremacist shootings. The safety of trans people is increasingly disrupted by this year’s escalation of
transphobic rhetoric and violence, fueled by right wing politicians and pundits. People now can’t schedule a drag
event without getting death threats. Safe spaces have become a source of terror, solely for being safe spaces.
It's like they can’t even let marginalized people hang out with each other by themselves. The constant risk of
physical terror creates a state of mental and emotional terror, and for the enemies, that’s exactly the intention.

“No one can live in a constant state of vigilance,” says activist Sabrina Stevens. “Your body is not designed to do
that. The need for safe spaces is the need to literally not have your adrenal system constantly firing at full tilt.”

7 Martin Luther King Jr. “Letter from Birmingham Jail.” African Studies Center, University of Pennsylvania, 16 Apr. 1963,
https://www.africa.upenn.edu/Articles_Gen/Letter_Birmingham.html.
8 German Lopez, “Safe spaces, explained,” Vox, July 5, 2016, https://www.vox.com/2016/7/5/11949258/safe-spaces-ex-
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It's not enough to disavow systemic violence. VWe must consider the particular damages that systemic
violence has on the people in our lives and work with each other to heal from that damage as we continue

working toward the larger goal of liberation.

Words for inspiration:

Explore the work of the Anti-Violence Project and see what their model and resources may be able to

offer your spiritual gatherings.

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

GSU student and professor explain why they oppose the Atlanta Public SafetyTraining Center
Manuel Teran’s death: DeKalb County releases autopsy for ‘Cop City’ protester
Barnes & Noble Workers In Hadley To Unionize

Abbott Elementary Lets Black Kids Be Kids
This Earth Day, meet the artist making beautiful icons of God’s endangered creatures

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

Commentaries Author

Damon Garcia (he/him) is a writer, video essayist, and public theologian
for a liberative Christianity. His work is inspired by liberation theology,
decolonial theory, and anti-capitalist politics as he helps people unsettle
and untangle the influence of Christian teachings developed to justify
colonization. He is the author of The God Who Riots: Taking Back the
Radical |esus (Broadleaf Books, 2022). He lives in Santa Maria, California.
Follow Damon’s work on Twitter @whoisdamon and at damongarcia.
com.
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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 @mijbolton.

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 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 ver-
bally 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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