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TEXTS

June 11, 2023

Genesis 12:1-9

Psalm 33:1-12

Hosea 5:15-6:6

Psalm 50:7-15

Romans 4:13-25
Matthew 9:9-13, 18-26

What links the texts this week?

June 11, 2023 I

Here and always we are called into deeper relationship with our Creating Source. We are asked to

consider the rituals by which we maintain relationship with our Parent and whether our practices

contribute to the kind of relationship we want to co-create with them. Some may believe in the

necessity of sacrifice and others may want to sing until their voices are hoarse. We make altars to

remember the places where our faith may have shifted even if that means some altars must eventually

come down.

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

Call to worship

The Spirit draws us to ourselves—
She says yes to the space our bodies take up.
She says yes to our dreams and soulful desires.

The Spirit invites us beyond ourselves—
To connection with our flora and fauna kin,
To plant our roots deep in the soil of community.

We gather today honoring the wisdom the Spirit hispers
through our bodies and through our relationships.

Opening Prayer

Where toxic theology that demonizes our inner wisdom,
where capitalistic stories tie our value to what we can produce,
where beauty standards tell us we are not worthy—

undo it, undo it, undo it, Expansive God!

Weave us, instead, into your wide story of liberation,

where our rest and inherent worth cover us like a blanket. Amen.
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Invitation to Offering
US Poet Laureate, Ada Limon, writes:

Look, we are not unspectacular things.
We've come this far, survived this much. What

would happen if we decided to survive more? To love harder?

We gather our offerings this day that we might survive more and love harder.

Prayer of Dedication

Faithful Spirit, bless our offerings to the story of our survival—to what we have made it through, to the
sometimes heroic efforts taken to get through the day. Bless our offerings to the Fierce Love that flows
through and beyond our mere survival. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth attuned to the Wild Love that lives inside of you

and the Wild Love that flows beyond you.
For the Spirit blesses us with inner wisdom and inherent worth—

tools for co-creating a wide story of Liberation.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  Whose god would you say you have inherited and how have They informed your theology? Is your tra-
dition open to consulting other gods for liberative truth (including deconstructions of the god you may
have once knew)

* Are there any groups who may not be served by the interests of those who passed your god down to
you?

* If you were to make a list of anything in your life that can be considered an altar - feel free to be very
liberal in your interpretation of what could be an altar - what percentage of them represent things that
serve to liberate you and humanity?
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Application

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

Cosmic - No questions asked. That always seemed to be one of pastors’ favorite features of this legend.
Especially because this isn’t the kind of directive you don’t have questions about. Things like “pass me the salt.”
or “Take the meat out of the freezer” or “bow your heads” are directives that may not call for further questions.
But Abram’s righteousness is counted, in part, by the reckless immediacy with which he packed up all of his
worldly possessions (including people) to set out to an undisclosed location. In like fashion, this man’s entire
caravan of people following after his lead even if it meant their demise.

| was taught that this is the example we should follow. Some of us are inquisitively inclined in a way that prompts
us to ask uncomfortable questions even if they bring us to uncomfortable conclusions. | believe we get to be
inquisitive about why the entire foundation of the Abrahamic faith landscape is set by a man who, initially, asked
no questions. This is said to be the God of Noah, Shem, and Terah. Abraham is credited with being the father of
monotheism, but like most things, it’s not that simple.

“According to what scholars call the Yahwistic source (]) in the Pentateuch (the first five books of the
Bible), Yahweh had been known and worshipped since Adam’s time. According to the so-called Priestly
source (P), the name of Yahweh was revealed only to Moses. It may be concluded that it was probably El
whom the patriarchs, including Abraham, knew.”

Was Abraham'’s allegiance to El or YHWH... or were they the same? Even as we begin to ask questions, we find
way more ambiguity than can accommodate concise and easily regurgitated Sunday school responses. This god’s
supremacy is literally called into question. We arrive at a deep uncertainty regarding who this command is even
coming from. Britannica explains further noting,

“..in Mesopotamia the patriarchs worshipped ‘other gods. On Canaanite soil, they met the Canaanite
supreme god, El, and adopted him, but only partially and nominally, bestowing upon him qualities destined
to distinguish him and to assure his preeminence over all other gods...This was not monotheism but
monolatry (the worship of one among many gods), with the bases laid for a true universalism. He was a
personal god too, with direct relations with the individual, but also a family god and certainly still a tribal
god. Here truly was the ‘God of our fathers, who in the course of time was to become the ‘God of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.”

As we continue to ask questions of this text, we marginalized genders affected by misogyny may be drawn to
consider the benefit of unquestioning allegiance to the god of the patriarchs. We might recall the times that we
asked questions that didn’t serve the interests of patriarchal dominance and were chastised if not harmed for it.

Could the God of our mothers also be inviting us to seek solutions for the places we know best with the

community we've been raised and formed by? Could She be accompanying those of us whose bodily autonomy
has been infringed upon, after we're sent into precarious wildernesses by a man who decided we didn't fit into
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his family anymore? For those of us from communities that had to leave our motherlands for a strange place
by force, this god of the fathers may not be who can liberate us. In these instances, who else may we be able
to turn to? Not only may this transform us away from the habit of having someone else tell us where we
need to go. What might it mean for us to stay where we are, and invest in those who are closest to us as
opposed to seeking wealth and resources held by the people we have othered?

Structural - Somebody ever try to “bless” you with something you didn’t ask for, and you feel compelled

to muster appreciation for this “gift”. The infamous bunny onesie scene from “A Christmas Story” comes to
mind. In Abram’s case, he seems rather appreciative of what god intends to offer him, but the episode that
follows centers a notable disadvantage of riding around hoods you don’t know. The call immediately descends
into a string of not previously disclosed consequences that, having this information, Abram may or may not
have consented to. More importantly, it would seem that Hagar may not have consented to carrying that old
man’s son should her consent have been any of Abram’s or his father god’s concern.

What's up with God always choosing someone who probably doesn’t want to be chosen? The selection often
involves someone doing something they probably don’t want to do or would not have otherwise chosen to
do if not for extenuating circumstances. It seems like God has a problem with self-determination, which is
interesting to say the least from a guy with supreme sovereignty. This, at best, foments a low anthropology
where humanity can't make our own decisions on where to go and how to co-create. We need someone

to order us around, and it’s most prosperous for us to blindly follow them... Or is it most prosperous for
whoever is deciding how we move!

The call of Abram is a rugged individualist wet dream where one man can set out to change his life and
strike proverbial gold with zero or minimal support outside of a pantheon of unnamed laborers like those
we ignore in Abram’s narrative until one is finally named because he r*pes her. This violation of a slave’s
autonomy, of course, is not counted against the patriarch’s righteousness in any limiting or prohibitive
manner. And this is only one example of how Abram’s dream may become nightmarish for the more
vulnerable populations holding the things that Abram is told to want.

“As we look at these narratives in Genesis 12, we should question the perspective of the author of
these texts, who never seems concerned about the fact that the giving of land to Abram means the
taking of land from others...We might also attend to one of the subtle but not insignificant details
of these stories. According to Gen. 12:5, we learn that Abram is a wealthy slaveholder who does not
travel alone, but who takes an entourage with him on his journeys.”

It would seem that the god of the fathers is less a creator than a bandit seizing the assets of those who are
likely already in need. Calling a scammer an entrepreneur doesn’t make their victims any less exploited. Those
of us on the underside of all the “development” that our highly developed nations take pride in - we know
exactly where and with whom guilt lies. Not even the roads are innocent. Our highways are already deadly

in that they cause thousands of accidents and contribute to car crashes being a leading cause of death. They
are the actual thoroughfares of capitalism like glittering ribbons gridlocking us into a lifestyle many of us hate.

Literally underneath that, are countless Black communities that were razed to make room for bigger faster
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“better”. But that better is never better for all particularly those not involved in those decisions. The reach of
those so-called “blessings” proves prejudicial every time.

Toxins run off all of the asphalt into our waterways which would have been our predominant mode of travel
had we not been so obsessed with dominating time and land. But when we see ourselves as cursed by a god
who chose to limit our years and making produce scarce because we enjoyed the abundance of the land from
which this god exiled us, we see an overturning of these curses in Abram as a redemption. So how we see
Abram is intentionally linked to how we see ourselves as a people in need of redemption from original sin

as the Harper Collins Study Bible explains, “The call of Abram (largely J), with its fivefold repetition of bless/
blessing, effectively reverses the accumulation of curses and punishments of the primeval narratives. Henceforth
in Abram all the families of the earth shall be blessed (v. 3).”

If we, however, have rejected a theology of curses and punishments, what does this mean for our theology of
blessings and how they are bestowed by the divine? How, then, can we redefine blessing in a way that doesn’t
rely on transgression, struggle, and scarcity to motivate inhumanities against our kinfolk and mother earth?

Interpersonal - When we're the Lord over our own travels, we get to set up altars in the places that feel
most significant to us. Abraham would construct shrines in these sacred places of renewal and transition.
Shrines are not specific to a single deity, and monotheism was just being invented right about now if we were
to read the ancestral saga more historically (which I'd strongly advise against).

Abram’s deity found land acquisition at any cost to Indigenous folks to be the priority, and this can seem more
than troubling, particularly to those of us who are from colonized peoples. Were these genocide altars? Settler
colonialism altars? Did they have symbols or crests for Abraham’s family tribe included in them? Were they
blazoned with eagles, a six-sided star, criss-crossed or alternating stripes? But it was this mysterious god of the
fathers who told Abram to seek out land and innumerable expansion of his clan. It would seem that Abram’s
priorities may have been imposed on him.

If we took inventory of the altars in our lives - the shrines that have permeated even our secular mundanities
- would we find them to represent priorities born out of our innate desire for beloved communal prosperity
or out of a conditioned compulsion towards endless and therefore unsustainable expansion only for those
we identify as part of our clan. The little greenish altars we carry in our wallets with all of their colonial
symbols and the delusional narratives they represent have become a near-ubiquitous sign of prosperity. The
war memorials that have become tourist destinations and sacred places of reverence engender imperialist,
expansionist war as some divine imperative for our freedom. All of us with the means have saved our
“Hamilton” playbills for a reminder of the dramatic hip-hopera that misappropriates a Black sacred art form
to humanize and heroize a man among a group responsible for terrorizing Black and Indigenous people for
centuries.

These are not the altars | would have chosen had someone not told me to aspire to these things. | keep an
accidentally-snapped photo of the sun from when a good friend and | unknowingly enjoyed the river on the
summer solstice, losing track of the hours because the sun was at its most insistent on disrupting our sense of
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linear time. | keep some tickets to the jazz festival that my parents have faithfully made pilgrimages to since |
was an embryo. | keep rocks and shells from the river waters upon which | lay my burdens as they become
less bearable for my strength alone.

It is our responsibility to notice where and to whom our altars are shifting our gaze especially when others’
freedom hangs in the balance. This also may call us to be willing to dismantle altars that, despite their sacred
significance in our lives, serve primarily to obscure irreparable harm done to communities we have distanced
ourselves from - the women and children who stitch our clothing for pennies or the Black Americans

whose stolen labor makes Wall Street possible. How can we find the humility - the humanity - to respond
compassionately when targeted populations demand that our altars be torn down? If we defend the altars we
have erected on behalf of imperial aspirations, whose side are we on?

Sources

https://www.npr.org/2021/04/07/984784455/a-brief-history-of-how-racism-shaped-interstate-highways
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Abraham/The-Genesis-narrative-in-the-light-of-recent-scholarship
Harper Collins Study Bible

Rodney S. Sadler Jr. “Genesis” in The Old Testament and Apocrypha: Fortress Commentary on the Bible

Words for inspiration:

Consider the full NPR report on racism in the making of the US highway system.

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Why Do Urban Storefronts Stay Empty For So Long?

Covid Kills One Person Every Four Minutes as Vaccine Rates Fall

Finland ends homelessness and provides shelter for all in need

Indigenous chief shot in head in Brazil’s ‘palm oil war’ region; crisis group launched

‘My heart will be rejected’: Jacksonville man dies after missing doses in jail

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

Editor

- June 11, 2023 —

Casey Overton (she/they) is a radical communications strategist and spiri-
tual 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 communications 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!

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.

Casey Overton (she/they) is the editor of “Liturgy that Matters.”
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