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Acts 1:6-14

Psalm 68:1-10, 32-35

1 Peter 4:12-14; 5:6-11
John 17:1-11

What links the texts this week?

In a world that revolves around the supremacy of emperors, kings, presidents, and prime ministers,

it can be easy to forget that they are not omnipotent. It can be easy to forget that we don’t have to
accept the world they hand to us. It can be easy to forget that there are activities other than creative
colonizing and exploitative business that should earn our praise. But through all of the capitalism-in-
duced cruelties that we confront, we can seek solace in the great redistributor who created the earth
and will set it in balance again.

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

Call to worship

Surely the dead go on living—
The dust of their DNA clings to our clothes.
Time turns them to soil, out of soil blooms a wild meadow.

And still
we long for the dead in the form that we knew them—
a laugh recognizable, an embrace familiar.

The power of the Holy Spirit is her longing for intimacy—
to know and to be known. To love and to be loved.

And so it is with us—
We long, we cherish, we embrace, we yearn.
We miss the dead & we, courageously, go on living.

Opening Prayer

Mysterious Compassion, we long to honor each other’s differences, to make room for the many ways
to live a life. We want to protect each other’s right to self-determination. At the same time, we desire
to be united in purpose. We desire soulful relationships across differences. Guide us in wisdom as we
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ebb and flow between the personal and the collective. Unite our individual longing with the longings of
Interdependent Love. Amen.

Invitation to Offering
Chilean poet, Pablo Neruda writes:

| intend to confuse things,

to unite them, make them new-born,
intermingle them, undress them,
until the light of the world

has the unity of the ocean,

a generous wholeness,

a fragrance alive and crackling.

We bring forth our offerings and gifts today—intermingling what we have for the sake of alive, crackling,
generous abundance.

Prayer of Dedication

Orient us towards new life, Oh Navigating God.

Pry the ways of power-over from our hands

and give us instead the tools of compassion, solidarity, and imagination.
Bless our offerings to way-making towards life. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth held in tender connection—
With the living & with the dead

With those different from you & those alike
With the Holy Spirit & your own heart.

For the Divine longs for intimacy

and we are Her Beloveds.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  Where, as specifically as possible, does your tradition beleive Jesus is now? What implications does
that hold for how you all engage your faith practice?

* How can your community be more supportive of targeted populations within and outside of
your spritual network who have reason and need to self-determine without engaging in saviorist
approaches?

*  What are the most common prayers for in your spiritual community? How are you all partnering
with the Divine to make them so?

Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her).

Cosmic - Hey, snooty, self-satisfied angels, we're looking up BECAUSE we are waiting for Jesus to come back in
EXACTLY THE WAY you just said he would.

But anyway.

Jesus is gone. “Ascended” is the word for it, we suppose, but he is gone from among us. No more popping up on
the beach or along the road. No more walking through locked doors. He'’s with God now, wherever that is, and
we're here, missing him, grieving, wondering where he went.

This passage brings up all the questions about where people go after they die and what heaven is (a concept
thoroughly obscured by a centuries-deep cloud of supremacist Christian certainties) and what kind of
relationship it is possible to have with those who have left this realm and gone to that one.

Luke, as he so often does, is playing with political propaganda in this passage. He is appropriating a stock plot
device used by Greek and Roman historians to affirm the divine chosenness of imperial rulers. Upon their death,
these dignitaries would be encountered by one or more followers, asked a question, and given a last opportunity
to articulate their political mission before being taken up into the heavens. (See, for example, Plutarch’s Romulus
28.) The Greco-Roman heavens—the Elysian fields—were at the time reserved for political and military leaders
and heroes. To cap the life of an executed homeless revolutionary from Galilee with an ascension narrative is to
confer upon him the equivalent of post-humous royalty status, only with none of the privileges or political power
that would have otherwise been granted his followers.

Oh, but Jesus does promise them power. Just power of another order. See the “Structural” essay for some
musings on that.
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But for now, the disciples are standing, mouths agape, looking for their beloved in the sky. Where can we find
our beloveds after they die?

| am intrigued by Broderick Greer’s assertion (quoted in Wil Gafney’s “Ascended to Where?”) that Jesus was
“swallowed by love.”

What if Jesus were swallowed by, not some sentimental abstraction we call love, but by the practical, gritty
love present in the soil, the mycelia, the microbes that quietly go about turning everything into more life with
which to feed life.

Gafney reminds us that the ancients associated the sky (the stars, the planets) with divinity. Maybe they were
not wrong. Maybe the divine is present in the carbon/iron/nickel/hydrogen/sodium/sulfur/potassium/helium/
etc that make up the planets, and/or in the energy that fires the sun and makes life possible.

At minimum, the dead live on in our DNA and our microbiomes. Do the disciples carry Jesus in their gut
biomes after sharing so many meals with him?

Perhaps Walt Whitman was onto something when he wrote:

“l bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass | love,
If you want me again look for me under your boot-soles.
You will hardly know who | am or what | mean,

But | shall be good health to you nevertheless,

And filter and fibre your blood.

Failing to fetch me at first keep encouraged,

Missing me one place search another,

| stop somewhere waiting for you.”

Structural - The disciples want to know if Jesus is going to “restore the kingdom to Israel,” and a lot of
commentators read this as the wrong question—evidence that the disciples still don’t understand what Jesus
is about. Is that a fair reading?

It is not unreasonable for a group of people who have suffered on the underside of history for hundreds of
years to long for self-determination. Sovereignty over their own lives. Over our own lives. You over yours and

me over mine.

| have my own fantasies that California might secede from the union and create its own sovereign state of
glitter, sourdough, and universal healthcare.

This longing makes sense. Everyone wants a little peace and safety, and the desire for sovereignty is a natural
response to the vulnerability of being alive and mortal.
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And Jesus’ answer to the question of sovereignty is not “no.” Did you catch that? He says “You don’t get to
know when.” And also, “But you will receive power.”

The nature of this power is unspecified.

s it the power to create safe haven for a people?! To declare sovereign nationhood? Certainly Christianity has
been used to serve nation-building ends. Is it the power to self-determine, to have sovereignty over one’s own
life, to obtain freedom for one’s own people?

Jesus’ mention of taking the gospel “to the ends of the earth” has gotten used in service of empire building
and that has brought not sovereignty but colonization.

In his commentary on Acts, Willie James Jennings challenges a worldview that divides peoples into “plain[s]
of group sameness, each seeking self-determination, control of their land and resources, and...participation
in the global economy.” This worldview, he identifies as nationalism, and, he argues, nationalism necessitates
borders, militaries, and segregation. “To think toward national existence,” he writes, “is already to be thinking
toward captivity and death.”

David Tiede says that Luke’s appropriation of elite political propaganda for Jesus, the servant “king,” makes a
mockery of the “desperate power politics” of the world.

Instead, Jennings identifies the power of the Holy Spirit as God’s desire for intimacy, instilled in us, and manifest
as a longing to be in relationship with others. It gives rise to what he calls “a cultural politic of joining.”

Many suggest that the power conferred by the Holy Spirit is not so much the power of national liberation as it
is the power of loving and mutually enhancing interrelationship with other beings. Or that’s the idea, anyway.

The problem is that this “joining,” this “interrelationship,” so often means assimilation to the more powerful
group—a process of being swallowed, not by love, but by sameness, shared ideology, and control—we might
call it hegemony.

Are self-determination and interrelationship mutually exclusive? Does the theology of your community lean
toward one or another end of this perceived binary—toward either “we will be free and self-determining”
or “let’s just all get along”? How do the social locations of your congregants affect how they think about this

question of self-determination?

And what does resurrection—the possibility of following Jesus through death into new life—have to offer to
this tension between joining and self-determining?

Interpersonal - They go back to their room and engage in constant prayer.
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This is the disciples’ response to Jesus’ pronouncement that they will be his witnesses all throughout the
region and “to the ends of the earth.” They go back to the cramped upper room.

Don'’t just do something. Sit there. Pray. It's a counterintuitive next step in a culture as action-oriented as our
own, especially on the progressive left.

It reminds me of the maxim attributed to St. Francis de Sales: “Everyone of us needs half an hour of prayer
each day, except when we are busy; then we need an hour” or Martin Luther’s assertion: “I have so much to
do that | shall spend the first three hours in prayer.”

And of course, it is during this time of communal prayer that the Holy Spirit comes upon them and fills them
up and thrusts them into their calling as witnesses to Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.

This is not the empty “thoughts and prayers” proffered by elected officials after every mass shooting,
sentiments that are about as useful as the disciples’ staring up into the sky waiting for Jesus to come back.

These prayers call down a power that emboldens them to speak up and take risky action themselves, to
become the body of Christ rather than to wait passively for Jesus’ return.

Prayer orients the disciples away from the power of the state to crucify and toward the power of God to
bring new life.

The state craves and attempts to extract from us not just our respect but our worship—our deepest loyalty,
what Willie James Jennings calls “a communion without God.” We are supposed to believe that we owe the
state our lives. Prayer reminds us otherwise.

Through ideology, propaganda, and ultimately the threat of violence, the state seeks to direct our desires and
align them with the aims of the state. Which is to say, with the aims of the most powerful.

Prayer is our resistance to that pressure. In prayer, God reorients us away from the state’s power of death
and toward God'’s power for life. In prayer; God infuses us with God’s longing to see all life thrive.

Through prayer, God can free us from what Audre Lorde calls the “old blueprints” imposed upon us by an
oppressive and violent state apparatus and, without intervention, destined to keep us hostage to violence,
against ourselves and others. She writes:

“The old patterns, no matter how cleverly rearranged to imitate progress, still condemn us to
cosmetically altered repetitions of the same old exchanges, the same old guilt, hatred, recrimination,
lamentation, and suspicion. For we have, built into all of us, old blueprints of expectation and response,
old structures of oppression, and these must be altered at the same time as we alter the living
conditions which are the result of those structures. For the master’s tools will never dismantle the
master’s house.”
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In prayer, God pries the master’s tools from our hands and replaces them with love, humility, and faith in the
power of Jesus to show up in neighbors and strangers alike.

What is your community’s relationship to prayer? To what degree is it woven into folks’ sense of mission and

purpose!

Words for inspiration:

Check out the full text of “Song of Myself” by Walt Whitman
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materials for worship and preparation. Sharing enfleshed materials further violates the term of the subscription
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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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