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TEXTS

July 2, 2023

Genesis 22:1-14
Psalm 13

Jeremiah 28:5-9
Psalm 89:1-4, 15-18
Romans 6:12-23
Matthew 10:40-42

What links the texts this week?

Let us consider who our prophets are and how we may have welcomed them. Did we try to murder
them only to realize that this is not at all what God intended for our young ones? Have we readied
ourselves to host those who anger empires? This is the glory of God to which we are called. As we
are not enslaved and controlled by the fearsome snares of the state, we welcome all who have a word
for us from God. We instruments of righteousness keep our kinfolk from harm’s way.

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

Call to worship

Welcome—

You truth-tellers, you healers,
you dreamers, you way-makers.

God celebrates the courageous and creative!
She loves the work of soulful community-making!

Welcome—

You brokenhearted, you righteously angry,
you wonderful and weary human kin.

God privileges the stories of the vulnerable!
She demands accountability from those who cause harm!

Opening Prayer
Spirit of the Living Christ, teach us the true meaning of welcome—not a vague notion of inclusion but
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engaged acts of solidarity. Grant us the courage to use our power to co-create real safety for those made
vulnerable by systems of oppression. To say: Those who are dedicated to ways of harm are not welcome;
those who are closed to our cries for accountability shall not cross our door. May it be so. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Wiseperson, Audre Lorde, wrote in her journal: How can we use each other’s differences in our
common battles for a livable future? All of our children are prey. How do we raise them not to prey upon
themselves and each other?

We gather our offerings today honoring our differences and our shared purpose of a livable future. Come,
let us worship God by collecting our gifts.

Prayer of Dedication

We refuse to prey upon each other. We will not mirror the ways of oppression in our relationships. We
will work towards our shared dreams of communal thriving. For this is the invitation of the Spirit of Radical
Hospitality who blesses our offerings. Thanks be to God, Amen.

Benediction

Go forth—

Your reward for loving one another is the delight of being in relationship.
Your reward for solidarity is a community built from compassion.

Your reward for the work of healing is the sweet song of liberation.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Are there any cosmic transactions that are frequently expressed in your faith tradition? What
does God give and take away and for what reasons? How can we make sure we characterize
these transactions in a way that is liberating?

* How can your spiritual community embrace a more holistic understanding of welcome that
incorporates protective exclusions? Are there any vulnerable communities who might feel less
welcome when visiting your group?

* How is your gathering of “disciples” (interpreted liberally) prepared to welcome people who
might be trans, unhoused, neurodivergent, and/or disabled? Are members aware of what
outcomes may result from welcoming these and other targeted prophets?

© 2023 enfleshed




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

Cosmic - You will be rewarded for welcoming disciples.

| wonder about that. Or, | guess, | wonder about the image of God as ultimate dispenser of rewards and
punishments, like some kind of Ur-Parent dispensing those little sweet-tart smarties to children who go to the
bathroom in the potty.

| wonder about the transactional nature of the relationship — “do this and get a reward,” which of course can’t
be separated from its counterpart, “do this and be punished.” Reward and punishment are part of the same
mechanism of social control, seeking to manage the behavior of others through the disbursement or withholding
of goodies. Is this our image of God? Is our relationship with God a kind of cosmic quid pro quo — you do this
for me and then I'll do that for you? And if so, what kind of model is that for how we relate to each other?

Do we need a reward to get us to welcome people? What would it be like to root in a faith that is relational
rather than moralistic, that stresses accountability to right relationship rather than adherence to a moral code in
order to avoid punishment or receive a reward? (I know: | have a lot of questions this week.)

Granted, the larger context for this lectionary snippet is Jesus’ warnings to the disciples that he is sending them
out “like sheep among wolves” and that they will be handed over for flogging and hated by everyone for being
associated with him. | can understand why Jesus, or Matthew, wants to give folks who are trying to follow Jesus a
little reward to look forward to, as a counter to all this being reviled.

And maybe the problem is not in the text itself but in the ways I've been conditioned to read it, soaked through,
as | am, with imperial Christianity. (Empire loves a social control mechanism—what James Baldwin calls an “inane
system of penalties and rewards—so it is no wonder that imperial Christianity has latched onto and disseminated
this vision of a God who rewards and punishes.)

After all, it is not God who is going to haul disciples before governors and flog them for their loyalty to Jesus.
It’s...Rome. Or people who have, consciously or unconsciously, sworn allegiance to the values and ideology of
Rome. It's empire and “internalized empire” that punishes, not God.

And what about reward? Earlier in Matthew, Jesus teaches that “God causes the sun to rise on good people and
on evil people, and he sends rain to those who do right and to those who do wrong.” That doesn’t sound like a
God who operates transactionally.

Maybe the “reward” for welcoming is...getting to welcome people—in other words, living in the kind of
hospitable, interdependent relationships we are built for. Maybe the reward for loving is loving. Being in
relationship. Honoring the sacredness of one’s own self and the selves of others. Maybe the reward is something
like integrity, which is not to be confused with morality. Integrity is “the state of being whole and undivided,” not
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separated from one’s own most loving, dignified, wise self, or from others, or from God.

| don’t know. It’s something to aspire to, maybe. Something, if not better than extrinsic reward, then at

least free of its inescapable flip-side, punishment. Integrity, accountability—these have some dignity in them.
They require us to take action to be in right relationship rather than chasing rewards and punishments. They
orient us toward the sacredness of relationship rather than toward the carrots and sticks wielded by worldly
powers. And that is ultimately more welcoming for everyone.

Structural - “All are welcome.” It’s on the websites, in the bulletins, it may even be a standard part of what
the liturgist says at the start of worship—a liturgical moment that is often called simply “the welcome.”

But anyone with any kind of marginalized identity knows that the words are not always backed up by actions.
Queer folks may not actually be welcomed in our fullness; we are apparently not a part of the “all” that

your church intended. People without homes and access to showers or nice clothing may be theoretically
welcome, but is anyone actually going to talk to us?

“All are welcome” may in fact be a liberal oxymoron. Is it really possible to welcome all at the same time?

Years ago, my own church had a brief prophetic moment during which we were targeted by Fox News and
the Christian right for making a pledge to stop calling the police, which we did in recognition that police
summons put some of the people on our campus in danger—Black and Brown people, visibly poor people,
people with mental illness or cognitive disabilities.... One might even say we declared that the police were
not “welcome” at our church.

But the story | want to tell goes beyond that. It became clear that we just might find ourselves protested,
visibly, on our sidewalk, by members of the Three Percent militia group who had shown up to other Oakland
justice events around that same time. In a discussion of what we would do if that happened, one of the white,
straight members of our multiracial, open and affirming congregation suggested that we would, of course,
allow them to come in and use our restroom and have some coffee, and that our hospitality would “heap
coals of fire” on their head. One of our transgender members immediately countered by saying that such so-
called hospitality would make her unsafe in our church, in other words, “unwelcomed.”

It is not possible to welcome everyone simultaneously. Not at this point in history, anyway.

In this passage, Jesus explicitly mentions welcome for three “types” of people: a prophet, a righteous person,
and a “little one.” Lists of three are, of course, super common in scripture, and often, the third in the list is
both the most important— the third day; “faith, hope, and love, and the greatest of these is...."”; etc— and

a little bit surprising. In a commentary on this passage, Stanley Saunders points out that one might expect
the third in Jesus’ list to be “the wise,” or “the holy,” not “these little ones.” The most important people to
welcome, according to this passage, are “the little ones,” the people with these least power within existing
social structures. And that may mean not welcoming others.
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Here | have to say that | have always chafed a bit at the “little one” language. It has always seemed a bit
infantilizing to me.

| think, though, that this passage, properly understood, actually subverts the patronizing way that church
people sometimes quote this language and similar language about “the least of these.” The language translated
here as “righteous person” is believed to come from the Hebrew concept of tzedakd, meaning justice and
solidarity. The concept of righteousness itself undercuts our colonized notions of charity, of “doing a good
deed.” Making sure people have what they need is just an expected part of being a person, not a special
laudable act.

The “little one” language is not infantilizing except in the sense that infants are not lesser but actually more
important. No, really. It's not shameful to be vulnerable.

What?! Can you feel how absolutely countercultural that is?

What would happen if we reimagined policies—in our churches, our homes, our communities, this country—
to prioritize welcome for those who are most vulnerable? Really. Without falling prey to the liberal notion
that we have to “welcome everyone equally,” including the homophobe, my racist uncle, and the police.

That may be a question for your community this Sunday.

Interpersonal - Did you catch the warning in this little scripture snippet? It’s a pungent one on this Sunday
when our minds may be turned to independence and interdependence.

Jesus says that “Anyone who welcomes a prophet as a prophet will receive a prophet’s reward.”

This is both a promise and a warning, spoken by the one who also, according to Matthew, grieved his people’s
violence: “You kill your prophets and stone those sent to you” (23:37). A prophet’s reward is hardly an ice
cream sundae or a plump bonus check.

Welcoming those who come in the name of Jesus is, and should be, risky business. We are bound to the one
we welcome. By receiving someone, we enter into solidarity with them, and when they are targeted, we stand
in the way of the bullets.

It makes me wonder if the liberal invocation of “all are welcome” is actually a bid for safety and comfort and a
rejection of the dangerous act of actually welcoming. | feel as if | may have used it that way, myself, unwittingly.

This also means that when we are welcomed, we gain a solidarity family, or we should. The context for this
passage is that discipleship puts the disciples at odds, often, with their family members and communities.
When we “come in the name of Jesus"—in other words, when we understand the full power and beauty of
our vulnerability and everyone else’s—we risk losing relationships that required us to play small.
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But discipleship is not a solitary hero’s journey in which one bravely strikes out on one’s own with a cross on
one’s back.

The welcome called for in this passage is meant to constitute a new, chosen family, to weave the outcast into
a new social fabric. We shoulder that cross together.

Words for inspiration:

For more on the difference between accountability and punishment, see these resources:

“Punishment Is Not Accountability” by the Virginia Sexual and Domestic Violence Action Alliance

“What Does Accountability Look Like VWithout Punishment” by Mariame Kaba, Josie Duffy Rice, and Reina
Sultan
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the attribution. No further permissions are needed to livestream worship using these resources.

when enfleshed liturgies are used. If any changes are made to the liturgy, [adapted by

Email info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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