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TEXTS
June 25, 2023

Genesis 21:8-21

Psalm 86:1-10, 16-17
Jeremiah 20:7-13

Psalm 69:7-10, (11-15), 16-18
Romans 6:1b-11

Matthew 10:24-39

What links the texts this week?

May we comfort the losers and the outcasts. The folks at the bottom who are not only enslaved but
also rejected - Our Mother is with them. As their oppressors build nations so, too, do the nations of
the disinherited grow. So, too, will Our Mother see to the enlargement of their territory. Ve do not
give praise for the work of abusers and the empires they engineer. We praise Our Mother for count-
ing the hairs on our head, and protecting us when no one else would.

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

Call to worship

In a world riddled with grief and uncertainty—
What words do we speak to soothe our spirits, oh God?

Smoke fills the air, violence fills our public space, illness lingers—
Where do we go to feel safe, oh God?

We are seeking restoration, longing for connection, yearning for joy—
How do we reach for flourishing, Oh God?

Be with us in our questions.
Draw your presence of justice and compassion close.

Opening Prayer

Spirit of Creativity, thank you for the way queerness guides us towards the Kin-dom of God. Frameworks

beyond the binary broaden our imaginations to what is possible. Ways of being outside of rigid social

scripts invite us into expansiveness. Lead us from places of fear to places of freedom, Holy Wisdom, that

we may shake the chains of oppression and dance in beloved community. Amen.
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing

Invitation to Offering

Clinical microbiologist and ecologist, Dr. Ayesha Khan, writes: “We cannot truly feel anything in isolation.
Feelings are the threads that connect us to our ecosystems (other people, beings, the land)—so how could
we possibly carry them alone.”

We gather our offerings today that we might feel as an ecosystem, share as an ecosystem, and thrive as an
ecosystem.

Prayer of Dedication

To thriving ecosystems. To holy interconnectedness. To feeling feelings. To queer joy. This is how we
dedicate our offerings, Expansive Wisdom. Take our offerings & bless them for the work of the Kin-dom.
Bless your people too.

Benediction

Go forth into the world that quakes with uncertainty, certain of this:
You belong to the siblinghood of interdependence.

You belong to the ecosystem of care.

You are belong just as you are.

You are beloved just as you are.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* In what ways could your faith tradition be placing its fidelity to a particular sacred text (including but not limited
to the Bible) above its fidelity to solidarity? How can we shift collective readings of our sacred texts to prioritize

solidarity?

* Are trajectory-altering justice issues like Cop City discussed by faith leaders in your community? In what ways

can public proclamation of faith support organizers working in the wilderness?

*  Who are the folks you worry about the young ones in your life getting “mixed up” with? Who do you consider
the “wrong crowd”? How can your ministry deepen its witness to these folks without further dehumanizing

them?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Min. Candace Simpson (she/her).

Cosmic - Every community has its own way of welcoming children into the world. There are special traditions,
recipes, expectations, norms, and values that vary. There are naming ceremonies, dedication rituals, and

even unspoken opportunities for celebration. Cosmically, every culture (and subculture) has a unique way of
recognizing new souls that travel to Earth. Every pregnancy has its own context, but one thing is for certain. The
birth of a new child changes the world every time. Even if it only changes the world for their parents.

Because children expose so much of the limits and possibilities of our world, how we speak to them and about
them matters. Do we perceive them as obstacles? As small adults? As appendages to their parents, or their own
autonomous humans with developmentally appropriate milestones of growth and responsibility? And how do
these imaginations of children shape the world we have today?

God?’s ethics in this passage are strange, to say the least. As the story is told in this passage, no one ever says
Ishmael’s name. When speaking to Abraham, God never uses Hagar’s name. God refers to her as “your slave
woman.” What is going on with God here? Doesn’t God know that a child’s name is important? VWhy wouldn't
God refer to this child by their name? Perhaps in refusing to use Ishmael’s name, God sets up a dangerous
dynamic: the child is an addendum to the parent.

“Do not be distressed because of the boy and because of your slave woman; whatever Sarah says to you, do as she tells
you, for it is through Isaac that offspring shall be named for you. As for the son of the slave woman, | will make a nation
of him also, because he is your offspring.”

In this passage, God doesn’t sound like a feminist ally. God sounds like a patriarchal force. For progressive
Christians who want to believe the Bible is a book of justice or love, this story is disorienting. What kind of God
would side with Abraham? Isn't God supposed to be on the side of the oppressed? When we come to stories in
the text that offend our sensibilities, we are left with a few choices. Do we try to explain it away, do we throw
out the story, or do we ignore it! Perhaps there may be other options beyond these obvious ones.

It is difficult to encounter these stories. And as challenging as it may be, reading these texts requires an
intentional posture of curiosity and critique. VWe must develop the skills of critical engagement in every text
we read, but certainly for the Bible. If we do not have a critical lens in the texts that serve as our spiritual
nourishment, we will allow toxic ideas to govern our lives.

In her essay, “Re-Reading for Liberation: African American Women and the Bible,” biblical scholar Renita Weems
writes,

“The Bible cannot go unchallenged in so far as the role it has played in legitimating the dehumanization of
people of African ancestry in general and the sexual exploitation of women of African ancestry in particular. It
cannot be understood as some universal, transcendent, timeless force to which world readers—in the name
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of being pious and faithful followers—must meekly submit. It must be understood as a politically and
socially drenched text invested in ordering relations between people, legitimating some viewpoints, and
delegitimizing other viewpoints.” (46)

As a matter of spiritual hygiene, we have a responsibility to ask questions of the texts in front of us. Notice
your own logic. Do you find yourself seeking any way to make the text ethical? Are you the kind of person
who is compelled to ignore the stories that present challenges? How are you making sense of the conflicting
narratives before you?

How do you tend to engage the world around you? How do you respond to art that pricks your sensibilities?
How do you engage people who you don’t agree with all the time? There is no right answer for this. One
might argue that the way we are trained to make sense of our Biblical narratives is practice for how we make
sense of the world around us. The opposite is also true. The way we make sense of the world is how we
practice our Biblical interpretation, too. The assumptions that guide our approach are worth interrogating.

Structural - Happy Pride.

This year, especially, the adjective “Happy” feels trite. Strange. Insufficient. Offbeat. Certainly, for years, Queer
and Trans people have been pointing out the insufficiency of Rainbow Capitalism and Pinkwashing.

We are in a landmark year (doesn't it feel like every year is landmark?) as it relates to policies directly
impacting queer and trans people. There are laws that allow teachers to “snitch” on students who use
pronouns differing from the ones they use at home. There are laws that ban books that accurately
and creatively depict the lives of Black people, immigrants, queer and trans people, and so many other
marginalized people.

You may feel we are in the wilderness. Even more, this may feel like Hell.
“And she departed and wandered about in the wilderness of Beer-sheba.”

What is wilderness? Throughout the Bible it is described to mean “pasture, uninhabited land.” It is used in
various contexts, including Hagar’s banishment, the movement of the Hebrews out of Egypt, and the place
where Moses heard from God. We learn that the people kept the Passover “even in the wilderness” in
Numbers 9:5. Though the wilderness describes an “uninhabited” and unfamiliar land, God is nearby. God
meets the people in the wilderness.

Is God in our wilderness? How do we know?! How can God be here, when our daily lives are full of suffering?
How can we find God in our wilderness, when the clock is turning backwards on all of the rights our elders
and ancestors fought for? And now, we must fight too. We must fight with whatever tools are at our
disposal.

God was with the boy, and he grew up; he lived in the wilderness and became an expert with the bow.

Ishmael and Hagar never should have been in the wilderness. There is nothing worthwhile about being
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banished. Some of our theologies suggest that struggle is a necessary precondition for blessings. If God is
the Good God that we say God is, then this ought not be the standard. And yet, we find ourselves in the
wilderness. So now what?

We turn again to the work of Delores Williams.

Wilderness experience is African-American religious experience that is simultaneously African-American secular
experience; thus wilderness experience— especially in its symbolic dimension— signals the unity of the sacred
and the secular in African-American reality. (142)

Speaking distinctly about African-American communities (which obviously contain queer and trans people
within), Williams offers us an opportunity to reflect on ways that our religious and secular lives are deeply
entangled. How can we feel close to a God who loves us when our social and political realities land us in the
wilderness?

It follows, then, that testimonies of “ex-gay” Christians are powerful propaganda. When you can participate

in the full life of the spiritual community that nourishes you, you will feel closer to God. When there are
barriers erected based on your sexual or gender identity, you will feel further from God. Being banished from a
community does exactly what hegemonic social programming intends— it creates a dynamic in which people are
punished for deviating from the norm.

But Power teaches us, “you feel better because you put away those demonic urges.” It never invites us to
wonder, “maybe you feel better because you can come to the church your family attends and you're not being
reminded of your supposed sinfulness at every meal.”

Delores Williams asks us, “What is God’s word about survival and quality of life formation for oppressed and
quasi-free people struggling to build community in the wilderness?” (143). We can think of many queer and
trans people who have braided together so many elements to create a worldview of freedom. 26-year-old
Tortuguita was shot and killed by a SWAT operation in Atlanta in January as they defended the forest intended
to become Cop City.

Cop City is the proposed development of an 85-acre police training facility in Weelaunee Forest. Local
organizers, as well as international and national comrades, have spoken out against the development
because it would be a dangerous project, including “gun ranges, models of city blocks to be used in training
demonstrations” and it also would cut down important green spaces in a mostly Black neighborhood.

In Scalawag Magazine, Micah Herskind writes,

“So, why Cop City, why here, and why now? Because following the 2020 uprisings, Atlanta’s leadership chose
to repurpose city-owned land in a way that shored up police legitimacy, signaled to corporate elites and

upper-class white communities that Atlanta is safe for their interests, opened up new real estate markets for
hungry developers, defanged crime narratives and the threat of Buckhead secession, doled out $90 million in
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tax-shielded or public dollars to many of the companies that make up Atlanta’s ruling-class, and promised
protection and stability for capital in an increasingly unstable world.”

In the case of Cop City, it is the development of the wilderness into a fascist training ground that presents a
threat to all of us.

Interpersonal - But Sarah saw the son of Hagar the Egyptian, whom she had borne to Abraham, playing with
her son Isaac.” So she said to Abraham, “Cast out this slave woman with her son, for the son of this slave woman
shall not inherit along with my son Isaac.

Jealousy happens. People find themselves wanting what other people want, but they also don't want

other people to have what they have. Sarah has power over Hagar, as Hagar is the enslaved woman of her
household. And yet, Sarah does not like the idea of Isaac and Ishmael playing together. Something within
Sarah is disturbed to imagine that Ishmael and Isaac are so oblivious about their respective social standings
that they can play together. She does not want Ishmael to “inherit along with my son Isaac.”

This jealousy and selfishness is the central theme of so many soap operas and dramatic films. Children born
outside of an established monogamous family present a threat to that family. But the child has not done
anything wrong, except be born to a world that imagines them as a distraction.

The text appears to be coy in its writing. Ve are told that “the matter was very distressing to Abraham
on account of his son,” but which son are we referring to? Abraham or Ishmael? God later tells Abraham
that it is through “Isaac that offspring shall be named for you.” As icing on the cake, Abraham is promised
that Ishmael will have a “nation of him also, because he is [Abraham’s] offspring.” There seems to be some
semantic difference between a “son” and “offspring.”

All of these side conversations are quite patriarchal. Today, we can admit that we live in a patriarchal society,
but no one wants to be responsible for its creation. Some mysterious way, we have a patriarchal world, but
no patriarchs. This vignette helps us to notice that there are side conversations that create the conditions of
patriarchy. It begins even before this vignette in the project of Hagar, the enslaved woman, bearing a child for
Abraham. Then, Sarah’s refusal to allow the “slave woman” to “inherit along with my son Isaac.” Then, God’s
encouragement to send the slave woman away. Taken together, each of these actions creates the condition of
precarity for Hagar.

Nothing we do is insignificant. Road rage can turn into deadly encounters on the highway. An arrest at a
protest can turn into a flagged application every time you apply for an apartment. Noise complaints about
the apartment next door can turn into custody battles. Everything that we do has an impact, and often we
are ignorant about how that impact may ripple out.

In Flatbush, Brooklyn, a family was playing “Baby Shark” on the stereo for a group of children. Responding to

a noise complaint made to 311, cops showed up to intervene. When they arrived, they escalated by harassing
the person playing the song. A father, John Guerra, was holding his 20-month old son when he intervened
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between the cops and the DJ. As his son was in his arms, police pushed Guerra to the point that they both
fell backwards. The police had no respect for the fact that a child was witnessing this scuffle, let alone involved
in it physically.

There’s kids over here. Don’t touch me. | got my son.
Guerra tried to plead with police to be gentle.

Because of this encounter, Guerra was arrested. Guerra was later stripped of visitation rights and the child’s
mother was granted full custody.

It doesn’t have to be this way. Compassion and curiosity should compel us to wonder, “how could this
have gone differently?” Perhaps the cops could have behaved with a more measured composure. Perhaps
the encounter didn’t need to end in an arrest and instead with a conversation about noise volume. Perhaps
someone else could have been sent to investigate besides cops whose only response is a toolkit of violence.

But let’s go further.

What if the noise complaint was never made in the first place? Who is likely to have made the noise
complaint? Flatbush is a neighborhood that is rapidly gentrifying. There are new folks arriving to buildings that
already have a code of conduct and culture. It is completely within the realm of possibility that parents would
play music for children outside.

What may have been the thought process of the person who made the noise complaint? Instead of being
irritated at the music outside, could that person have come to the D] directly to articulate their frustration?
What is it about people playing that was disturbing?

Cast out this slave woman with her son, for the son of this slave woman shall not inherit along with my son Isaac.

These words are haunting. For some of us, we are challenged to think about the times that our selfish ways
have impacted other people’s material conditions. For others, we are challenged to imagine what kind of

life we could have had without the intervention of cruel people. One relatively powerful person’s complaint
resulted in the banishment of a mother and her son. While this family eventually delights in a happy ending in
this passage, there is no way to make up for the violence that sent them out on their own in the first place.
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Words for inspiration:

“Faith has taught me to see the miraculous in everyday life: the miracle of ordinary black
women resisting and rising about evil forces in society, where forces work to destroy and

subvert the creative power and energy my mother and grandmother taught me God gave
black women.”

- Delores Williams
Sources

https://actionnetwork.org/fundraising/contribute-to-the-atlanta-solidarity-fund
https://atlpresscollective.com/2023/01/19/justice-for-tort/
https://www.blueletterbible.org/lexicon/h4057/kjv/wlc/0-1/

Sisters In The Wilderness, Delores Williams.
https://gothamist.com/news/video-of-nypd-officer-pushing-father-with-toddler-raises-questions-about-
police-use-of-force-when-a-child-is-in-harms-way
https://scalawagmagazine.org/2023/05/cop-city-atlanta-history-timeline/
https://scalawagmagazine.org/tag/cop-city/
https://www.them.us/story/tortuguita-shot-killed-atlanta-police-cop-city

Weems, Renita. “Re-reading for liberation: African American women and the Bible,” in | Found God in
Me: A Womanist Biblical Hermeneutics Reader, edited by Mitzi J. Smith, Eugene, OR: Cascade Books. 2015.

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

The Blues Behind Bars: How Southern prisons shaped American music

Key worker protection bills stalled in N.Y. Legislature

Ajike Owens, a Black Mother of 4, Shot Dead by White Neighbor Who Harassed Her Children
The Word: Why Counting Everyone In Solitary Confinement Matters

Montana Lawsuit Confronts States’ Responsibility for Climate Change
[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought
partners]
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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.
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these resources.

Email info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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