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TEXTS

May 14, 2023

Acts 17:22-31
Psalm 66:8-20
1 Peter 3:13-22
John 14:15-21

What links the texts this week?

God is getting closer and closer to us. It is in Source that we live, move, and have our being. What
does it mean for a child without a parent to know that they are an heir of the Almighty? The texts
then call us to wonder what it may mean for the Almighty to be Them who loves most instead of
“He” who is most coercive. With a Parent so loving, we never feel alone, and we may rest in the
revelation of unconditional, non-compulsory, risk-free love.

ORDER OF WO RSH'P (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship

Creator of day and night.
Creator of sunrises, sunsets, and twilights in between.

Creator of land and sea.
Creator of shorelines, swamplands, and tidepools in between.

Creator of heaven and earth.
Creator of black holes, nebula, and galaxies swirling beyond notions of up and down.

Creator of man and woman, cisgender and trans.
Creator of nonbinary, agender, intersex, and gender nonconforming beloveds living beyond
the binary.

We relish the mysterious diversity of Your creation.
We praise all the beautiful ways to live a life.

Opening Prayer

Kind Grandparenting Spirit, bless those doing the work of soulfully caring for young people. Those
attending to babies, children, and teens gently, compassionately, and fiercely. Those who apologize for
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their mistakes and who seek repair. Those who advocate for safety and who teach about boundaries and
consent. May we all seek to heal our childhood wounds that we might honor the wisdom and worth of all
children. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Come, that compassion and care might be the law of the land. Come, that our resources might honor our
planet home—the one we borrow from our niblings*. Come, bring your offerings and gifts that they may
coalesce and create more that we ever could on our own.

Prayer of Dedication

We dedicate these offerings to the young people who live with the heaviness of climate grief. To the young
people whose childhoods have been shaped by a global pandemic and mass violence. To the young people
whose mental and physical well-being is trampled by meanness of those in the halls of power. May our
resources honor our young people, oh God. We weep for how we have not been able to protect them.
Amen.

Benediction

Go forth—into our sacred and aching planet home—
cultivating the ways of hope

that our young people might flourish

now & always. Go with the Creating God.

*niblings is a gender neutral term for nieces and nephews

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* In what ways has your faith community “chosen the last place” to enfleshed the way of downward mo-
bility? Where might you all choose to further align your interests with those of targeted populations?

*  What resources or supports are available in your community for folks beyond the normative nuclear
family structure? How can your gatherings more intentionally encourage chosen kinship?

*  Who is telling your individual story and the story of your community (whomever you consider them to
be)? How can you communicate the legacy that you'd like to see continued by others after your body
fulfills its tasks?
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Application

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

Cosmic - Commandments are rules you better follow if you don’t want something bad to happen. (The bad
thing is usually violence.) A commandment or any mandate can only work when the authority has power to
enforce it. Our entire faith tradition allegedly begins with a command that isn’t followed, resulting in actual
oppression (which is a different essay for another sermon for another Sunday). Humanity indulges in a food that
is readily available to them prompting “God” to unleash scarcity, power imbalance, and birthing parent mortality
which might not be too big a deal if “He” didn’t put the damned fruit there in the first place. The entire existence
of the tree was a giant cosmic power play and this marks humanity’s entrance into the Christian metanarrative.
We are “disobedient” and God resorts to violent force to keep us in line.

Jesus, on the other hand, is human. Although he’s a man, there is no instance in the gospels where he is inclined
or able to leverage supernatural ability to influence or coerce an individual to behave more favorably. Jesus is
seen making arguments and appeals for more loving approaches just as any of us would have to. In Jesus, the
cross testifies that we encounter God without the imbalance of power that many of us are conditioned to
believe characterizes divine authority. Jesus is continuing to propose a shift in how we understand the character
of divine authority. The hypermasculine use of violent force and rigid control give way to a much more fluid
command in chapter 13.

| give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as | have loved you, you also should love one another. By
this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.

The love commandment has no conditions or terrifying threats attached. This love seems to serve mostly as
a proclamation of affiliation with the One Who Loves. John offers us a glimpse into the transfemininity of the
“commandment” that increases its capacity for a liberated and more loving application. Ve can then recognize
its transition process as one that, with proper care and responsibility, can be applied across a variety of
hypermasculine and seemingly sacred concepts that have yet to be fully freed from presenting according to the
expectations they have been assigned but perhaps not chosen. This can, the text attests, free us to receive the
gift of a defender. Where God may have responded with deadly force in order to enforce “His” command and
maintain “His” authority, we now have an Advocate whose role is to be our defender. bell hooks quotes Paul
Hoch who says in White Hero, Black Beast,

“The concept of masculinity is dependent at its very root on the concepts of sexual repression and private
property...The shrinkage of the concept of man into the narrowed and hierarchical conceptions of masculinity
of the various work and consumption ethics also goes hand in hand with an increasing social division of labor, and
an increasing shrinkage of the body’s erogenous potentials culminating in a narrow genital sexuality. As we move
from the simpler food-gathering societies to the agricultural society to the urbanized work and warfare society,
we notice that it is a narrower and narrower range of activities that yield masculine status”

Perhaps Jesus makes the Creator subject to liberation and uses transfemininity as a means of freeing the
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divine from an assignment that is categorically unsuitable for Them. This is not to dichotomize the old and
New Testament caricatures of God as violent and gracious respectively (a Christian supremacist myth). To
whatever extent masculinity, like whiteness, serves the purpose of socioeconomic dominance is likely the
extent to which our liberation depends on feminization in a similar way that our liberation depends on folks
of any race choosing to align their interests with that of Black people, thereby “Blackening” themselves in a
social and economic sense given that race is a socioeconomic construct. This is what Henri Nouwen may
describe as the way of downward mobility.

“The society in which we live suggests in countless ways that the way to go is up. Making it to the top,
entering the limelight, breaking the record — that’s what draws attention, gets us on the front page of the
newspaper, and offers us the rewards of money and fame. The way of Jesus is radically different. It is the way
not of upward mobility but of downward mobility. It is going to the bottom, staying behind the sets, and
choosing the last place!”

Structural - One happy family. Does that include one happy single parent? Rarely one happy childfree
woman. Surely not one happy incel, but a sought-after bachelor can be somewhat happy. If siblings continue
to live together into adulthood, folks are likely to ask “why?” There must be some reason as a group of
siblings don't tend to represent the conventional image of a happy family. A “happy home” looks a certain
way in the Western hivemind and is therefore deeply politicized. Twelve loosely-related grown men living and
traveling together today would be met with concern and suspicion. Had | encountered Jesus and the disciples
preaching today, | might assume it was a cult.

Like a socially acceptable cult, the family structure was one that was deeply hierarchical and the strict
boundaries between members of the family had to be quite pronounced in order to separate roles and
therefore labor/economic categories. Fitting with cultural custom, the disciples understandably ask when they
can see the “Father” recognizing the Father to be the only sovereign person with the highest authority. A son
is also a powerful position but still distinct from and subject to the Father in power. Jesus sets the stage for a
fluidity that his culture would not be willing to accommodate. On that day you will know that | am in my Father,
and you in me, and | in you. Who, then, is head of the household? Lee Shevek is critical of this normative family
supremacy and explains its role within a system of domination.

“The larger structure of hierarchy (represented as The State) must create other social relationships within it
that mimic its values and enforce the hierarchy. It is only possible to get so many people to agree to a boot
on their neck if they depend on it for their own power.”

Any person’s introduction to power dynamics, abuses, and imbalances is most likely to be their family. The
family hierarchy, by design, acclimates us to other social hierarchies used to oppress. Jesus’ upset to the family
hierarchy is one that we can carry forward in postmodernity as much of the queerphobic and transphobic
rhetoric can be traced back to what is perceived as attacks against the family structure. Like racism, the

fear that underlies cisheterosexism has less to do with the unfamiliarity of an individual expression than the
unfamiliarity of a socioeconomic reconstruction. Transness and queerness threaten the neo-feudal order that
relies on the cishetero nuclear family structure to maintain whitemale dominance.
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“The Family is an institution of power, and as such it grants structural power to parents and patriarchs to
dominate and control other members of the Family. It is an institution difficult and often impossible to escape
for the people disempowered and abused by it. The Family is not an optional relationship, but a compulsory

”

one.

“I' will not leave you orphaned” is the promise of a dedicated caregiver with a relentless love that we cannot be
separated from regardless of the circumstance. By loving one another, Source can secure our place within Her
protective embrace, not because She would reject us otherwise, but because we can only draw near to Her by
being near and dear to our chosen kin.

Interpersonal - We cannot consciously control how we arrive or usually depart in this plane, but we can
control how we show up. Remnants: A Memoir of Spirit, Activism, and Mothering tells the stories of Rosemarie
Freeney and Rachel Elizabeth Harding. Rachel emphasizes how her mother, Rosemarie, moves through life
in ways that prepared her to take up the difficult work of spiritual resistance. With latter years fraught by
affliction, Rachel dedicates significant portions of the memoir discussing her mother’s struggles with illness.

“Mama was dying and | didn’t want to know. Had been through seven years of illness and miracles and all |
knew of my mother was her astounding capacity to draw the healing up out of her body by dint of her will and
whatever that private-quiet-thing was she did with God inside herself.”

A farewell discourse is difficult to prepare. There is humility in recognizing, normalizing, and openly
acknowledging that you are mortal and your visit to this plane is only temporary. We can be avoidant of
conversations that suggest our temporality even if only in dynamic roles like employment or friendship. We
have come to revere permanence in ways that can be extremely damaging if we do not prepare ourselves and
those around us for a reality without our embodied presence.

“After a while, what luster | conjured from my grief peeled loose and | ran into bricks and walls and fell into
sarcophagal trenches. Mama’s arms somehow reached me even there. Invisible but certain. Pulling me up off the
floor. Patting me to sleep at night, her hands on my back like a baby. Her baby. She got me through it. And the
parts she couldn’t do herself she sent help.”

Giving to the ephemerality of the human experience as well as the inevitability of change. Not falling for the
white supremacist delusion that the best things are those which are more permanent or that immortality
should be any goal for a human experience. One of the most loving things we may be able to do is prepare
those who love us most to continue our legacies when our bodies must be distant from them, not speaking
of that solely as a time of sorrow, but a time of opportunity that will allow we who remain to exceed the
magnitude of what we recognize as our own capacity. We must know that we can do even greater works.

Rosemarie’s sacred storytelling would ensure not only her children but all who encounter her are able to
continue her legacy in diverse ways of their choosing. Jesus uses the farewell address to confirm his and
the disciples’ roles in a sacred story that can further orient them for the greater works ahead. Take time to
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consider how you might tell your story along with the legacy you hope to lead. What works have you been
doing that you hope others will take up and amplify upon your departure?

Sources

“Reconstructing Black Masculinity” by bell hooks

White Hero, Black Beast by Paul Hoch

Remnants: A Memoir of Spirit, Activism, and Mothering by Rosemarie Freeney and Rachel Elizabeth Harding
https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/lee-shevek-towards-the-abolition-of-the-family

https://henrinouwen.org/meditations/downward-mobility/

Words for inspiration:
“How do we forge waves of wounded healers rather than wounded hurters?”

Dr. Cornel West

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

This is the Atlanta Way: A Primer on Cop City
Some community college transfers derail students: ‘It just feels like a waste of time’
her Tried to Get His Photos Removed from an Al Dataset. He Got an Invoice Instead.
Kathy Hochul May Be Worse for New York Than Andrew Cuomo
Over 100 Years Ago, Armed Coal Miners Went To War With The Bosses

[enfleshe]d doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought
partners
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https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/lee-shevek-towards-the-abolition-of-the-family
https://henrinouwen.org/meditations/downward-mobility/
https://scalawagmagazine.org/2023/05/cop-city-atlanta-history-timeline/
https://www.pilotonline.com/nation-world/vp-nw-community-college-transfers-20230501-b5gjguewifgynbknjeo4kyqwxi-story.html
https://www.vice.com/en/article/pkapb7/a-photographer-tried-to-get-his-photos-removed-from-an-ai-dataset-he-got-an-invoice-instead?fbclid=IwAR13d2wLznszvnaRmfjN5OPN5lt978-1oMpTYk5iMBOv6Fj128HfyREtdYc
https://newrepublic.com/article/172280/kathy-hochul-worse-andrew-cuomo?utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=EB_TNR&utm_source=Twitter#Echobox=1682911826
https://therealnews.com/100-years-ago-armed-coal-miners-went-to-war-with-the-bosses

Commentaries Author

Editor

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.”

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 inffo@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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