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TEXTS

August 13, 2023

Genesis 37:1-4, 12-28
Psalm 105: 1-6, 16-22, 45b
1 Kings 19:9-18

Psalm 85:8-13

Romans 10:5-15

Matthew 14:22-33

What links the texts this week?

What do we do with texts where our “Protector” seems to place some people udner peril? Are

we faithful to someone who rests idle as we’re placed in harm’s way? As we begin to feel that we're
drowning in tempestuous waters, we cry our for favor and may not find it. We begin to realize that
God nor Her cosmos owe us consistent pelasure or even individual safety. They are the natural laws
which restore balance even if that causes imbalances in our lives that leave us in catastrophe. In those
moments, must God remain good? Or can we yell, scream, and plead with God to do right by us? Or
can we consult our foremothers, and take matters into our own divine hands?

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

Call to worship

The Wisdom of God yearns for our attention
In chaos and in quiet, She reaches for us

She reveals the true sources of our hope
And makes known the cause of our struggles

Though evil works to fool and sway us

We are rooted in care for each other
Grounded in a promise of love

Made capable of brave and bold acts
May God renew our faith

Opening prayer
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Divine Companion, systems of corruption are wreaking havoc on your people and the planet. Those who
profit wish to turn our ire on each other. We pray for the strength to resist that temptation. Do not

let us be deceived by slander against our neighbors. Do not let us be deterred by distractions of small
consequence. May your compassion be our compass as we pursue a more faithful way. Amen.

Invitation to offering

Jesus was a witness to what’s possible when we cast our loyalty with God and each other: Healing and
nourishment. Compassion and belonging. Deliverance and joy. This is the Kindom, always close at hand.
With faith, let us bring our offerings together and nurture a world of flourishing.

Prayer of dedication

Holy One, since the beginning of time we have struggled with how to manage our fear and pain. We turn
on those already struggling. We wield privilege over others. We betray our beloveds and neighbors alike.
Bless these offerings to the work of repair. Direct our righteous anger toward the systems that steal, kill,
and destroy. That we may all have life and have it abundantly. Amen.

Benediction

Beloveds, as Jesus taught,

let us be wise as serpents and as harmless as doves.
May we not be naive to evil’s plans.

Nor give up on what God can still do among us.
Let us live with clarity and conviction.

Our faith will not be in vain.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Are there opportunities during your gatherings to speak the names of those who came before you,
especially the women and femmes? How can you celebrate the feminine lineage of your spiritual com-
munity?

* How does your tradition handle matters that might be morally ambiguous? Is your leadership one that
will seek certainty? How can we co-construct collective faith that can withstand ambiguity?

*  Which “villains” in your community are your spiritual companions most likely to be fearful of? What
societal factors have placed these populations perceived as risky in the postions they’re in and how can
your community help reverse them?
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Application

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

Cosmic - There’s a critically important detail unhidden in the daylit open field of this passage. Most Joseph
stories I've encountered start with Joseph interacting with either his brothers or his father. Before we even get
there, verse two sets us up with a very intentional detail that distinguishes itself from others, “he was a helper
to the sons of Bilhah and Zilpah.” Women?! The sentence names the women to explain who the men are! The
author needs us to know that these brothers aren’t Rachel’s birth children. The author needs us to pay attention
to the mothers.

Most of us probably don’t think we need to read the rest to know what happens - children’s church is weirdly
obsessed with this story perhaps because of the compelling visuals. According to the text, the brothers don’t
actively sell Joseph. According to the subtext, the brothers make a deal with Midianite traders who sell Joseph to
Ishmaelites. We know Joseph is sold out by his brothers, but again, the author calls us to pay attention to detail -
particularly the mothers. In that context, Bilhah and Zilpah's sons strike a deal with Keturah’s sons to sell Joseph
to Hagar’s sons. This liberates us to read an entirely new story!! Let’s break it down - Midian’s mother is Keturah.
Ishmael’s mother is Hagar. Joseph’s brothers’ mothers are Zilpah and Bilhah. Notice how they're all lesser
known. Notice how their kids are considered bastards. Notice how these mothers are/were all slaves - maiden
concubines made “wives” by patriarchs who infringed on their agency. The author needs us to pay attention to
the mothers.

In African and other indigenous spiritualities, it's common for individualism to be interrupted by ancestral
reverence as a cultural practice. But the ancestors are not only revered as some ascendant class of heaven-bound
Xatriarchs; they are revered also as the multitudes still existing within us today. Luisah Teish leans on Jungian
credibility in her book Jambalaya to make this point on behalf of African spiritualities. She quotes Jung saying,
“We could therefore say that every mother contains her daughter in herself and every daughter her mother, and
that every woman extends backwards into her mother and forward into her daughter...”

Our perception can be opened to recognize the activity of these captive mothers in this overread text as the
author asserts their presence early on. We shouldn't bypass their involvement just because they aren’t physically
present. The Midianites and the Ishmaelites were born out of a familial power imbalance that made their tribes
fall outside of those supposedly divinely favored like the Isaac tribe. The sons of Bilhah and Zilpah were yet
another generation of bastard babies whose mothers’ victimization would extend to these sons’ collective
unconscious, which doesn’t even account for blatant disparities in treatment. Luisah Teish turns towards Jungian
thought again to assist in examining the amorality and metaphysics of ancestral intervention.

“Jung (he still exists) believes that the nature of the unconscious mind is such that if a problem exists that is not
being solved, the collective unconscious will demand a resolution. This resolution may be positive or negative. It
may be the reformation of society or nuclear holocaust. Our choice - tea or poison.”

When we acknowledge that the slavery and concubinage common in the ancient near east was problematic,
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we can examine the problem as one that has generational implications. The neglected children of Hagar

and Keturah discovered an aligned material interest with the neglected children of Bilhah and Zilpah. The
inclination to dehumanize Joseph as representative of the peoples who dehumanized them can be viewed

as depraved or desperate, and two things can be true. | don'’t see their collective rage, their callousness as
solely or even primarily their own. It belongs, first, to the captive mothers. These enslaving sons are also their
enslaved mothers. And if | were the mothers, | most certainly would have seen to the humbling of the prized
children whose outsized inheritance caused my babies’ suffering. Especially given that | would not have chosen
to have these children under such woeful circumstances, yet was forced to by a privileged couple who saw
me as a baby machine instead of a theologian who names God for herself. For such unrepentant violence, |
would have no funds to pay the hefty tolls on the high road. The rent on the moral high ground would be
more than | could afford on a slave’s salary. Some folks will starve themselves to pay the cost of sanctimony,
but baby, y’all wouldn’t have to worry about me. You'd have to worry about yourself because somebody would
have to feel my pain.

We must decide how to theologically respond to a cosmos indifferent to categorization of hero or villain in
the way that plants don’t care whose flesh fertilizes them. It’s easier to talk about how much God loves us
and how She’s counted the hair on our head, but we can also all be wiped out by a 10-degree rise in Earth’s
average temperature; when Earth decides that it’s either Her or us, who's the villain then? Elites knowingly
caused the climate crisis. Does that mean God “willed” it? There is no “will” and there is no way to interfere
with natural law. Nature is Sovereign. Seneca Faithkeeper, Oren Lyons, explains this in an interview saying,

“The ice is melting and no matter how profound your declarations are, and no matter how mind-bending,
influential those statements are, the ice is melting. It's not listening to your words. It's not listening to your
ego. It’s not listening to your ideas. It's simply melting. Because that’s a law. That’s nature’s law. And so nature
will prevail. ...What we're saying is listen. Listen. We're all people, and that's where Indigenous people have
something to add to this discussion. Because they talk about long-range thinking. They talk about seven
generations. They talk about responsibility to the future. No discussion about gold or silver or money.
Discussion about protecting water, protecting life. That’s what this discussion is about now. So everything is
in our hands. It’s up to us.”

I'm not saying that conduct and ethics don’t matter, but | am saying that the good cop bad cop game
ultimately serves to obscure State-sanctioned terror and mass incarceration. VWe're missing systemic ethical
imperatives - Joseph didn't get sold into slavery because his brothers are asshats. Joseph got sold into
slavery because Bilhah and Zilpah were doing some bidding with the other side, and they needed that sibling
hierarchy dismantled if there was to be any hope for harmony.

To whatever extent we find it productive to evaluate others’ conduct for the sake of accountability (or most
usually punishment and vengeance) is the extent to which we must not see any person’s actions as their own

but as extensions of their foremothers - The Author needs us to pay attention to the mothers.

Structural - Joseph was a prized child in part due to being born in Jacob’s old age but also because he
was the child of the “real” wife Rachel who was purchased within the institution of marriage versus being
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conscripted to enslavement as concubines like Bilhah and Zilpah. His brothers may have been raised in part by
Rachel, but she wouldn’t have raised all twelve of them on her own. Let’s presume that these brothers were
painfully aware that Bilhah and Zilpah were their birth mothers along with the disadvantages of their status.

| bet they looked just like Bilhah and Zilpah, too. We might imagine that Bilhah and Zilpah snuck them little
treats after bedtime and hugged them just a little longer. They may have made their babies chitterlings from
some entrails that wouldn’t be missed or made secret herbal remedies for them when they got sick. But even if
Bilhah and Zilpah had used a stoic detachment from their children to survive the traumatic grief of having your
baby stolen from you, the brothers would embody just as deep a wound. They watched Joseph be doted on
due to sibling hierarchy based on the bastardization Abraham and Sarah orchestrated. As if this is not enough,
Joseph abandons his post to tattle on them - slaves’ kids are so lazy after all. Is this your hero?

If Joseph got a coat custom-made for him, | find it difficult to believe he wasn't also getting choice cuts of meat
or grace for his mistakes or individualized attention. Someone was remembering his food allergies and listening
to all the absurdities of his vivid dreams. | have a sneaking suspicion that his brothers weren't getting all of that.

Biblical family hierarchy was established by god through the curse (or punishment) of Adam and Eve. I'm aware
of those doing diligent work to redeem the text and prove its commitment to egalitarianism. I'm not one of
those people, and | firmly believe in the fallibility of the scriptures such that | make few attempts to save the
text from itself. Cain fights for God'’s favor because he knows God has favorites. As these patriarchal narratives
continue, we learn, as mythological Cain may have known, that God’s favor determines who lives, dies, thrives,
or survives. The editors of the Harper Collins Study Bible open this particular narrative to new insight,

“The only obvious difference between the value of the two sacrifices is that Abel offers the firstlings, in
contrast to Cain who offers the fruit (not the first fruit). This difference also highlights the issue of the honor
of the firstborn son, who should have priority, though the younger son is favored here. God’s preference is not
just for Abel’s offering but for Abel and his offering in contrast to Cain and his offering.”

To give our scriptures the respect they deserve, we'll remember that Cain and Abel are not real people nor are
their narratives historical. These are folktales, meaning the truth must be unearthed from a rich soil of subtext
like Cain’s potatoes that god hated so much.

“Cain means ‘metalworker.” In many traditional societies metal-workers belong to marginal ethnic groups and
are looked upon with suspicion and disdain. Here Cain is initially a tiller of the ground, like his father, continuing
the troubled relationship between man ('adam) and the ground ('adamah; see notes on 2.4-5; 3.14-19).”

With this, we discover that the Cain and Abel narrative actually serves as the etiology or origin myth for

a prejudice in their ancient society. The folkloric family hierarchy is used to explain societal hierarchy. The
scriptures’ first sibling hierarchy was a feeble justification for why God essentially loved metalworkers less and
were therefore suitable targets for discrimination. And before we ready our rebuttals that God wouldn’t have
approved of this discrimination, let’s keep in mind that this text’s god would soon call for the annihilation of
Canaanites in the promised land who are sons of Ham - the least favored of Noah'’s sons who was cursed to
enslavement and whose dark-skinned descendants would be subject to genocide for what seems like an honest
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accident. Hierarchies allow their creators and their favored to hoard artificially scarce resources whether land,
food, or parental affection.

So, when power is taken into consideration and the mothers are centered, we're able to read this narrative
not as a tale of dreaming Joseph’s faithful heroism but as one where probably living mothers Bilhah and Zilpah
co-conspire with ancestral mothers Hagar and Keturah to rebalance the power between descendants of
Jacob. Joseph being sold becomes an amoral cosmic outcome of Abrahamic slaveholding authoritarianism
instead of a grave injustice to befall an innocent young man. This doesn’t make revenge slavery sexy at all, but
reading Joseph as innocent is oversimplified. The author wants us to pay attention to the mothers! It probably
wasn't until Joseph was chained for rejecting sexual advances from someone more powerful that he could
empathize with the captive mothers’ lack of agency, and even then, there is no guarantee. Reading Joseph as
overseer and an embodiment of patriarchal dominance and control - which he'd brag about after each dream-
is not only materially more accurate but it provides us much more ground to excavate theo-ethical gems
beyond guilty/innocent binaries that tend to be better at maintaining control than restoring balance.

Interpersonal - What happens when we imagine all of these characters as their parents? Joseph as his
trickster father Jacob, the brothers, the Ishmaelites, and the Midianites as their enslaved mothers? How does
the story change if the captive mothers - Bilhah and Zilpah, Keturah and Hagar, enslaved their captors Jacob
and Rachel?

In those rage-soaked conversations leading up to the sale of a sibling as chattel, | wonder if all of the groups
involved were channeling or had become their mothers (more than they already are). | imagine the four
captive mothers in conversation as well.

If my sons can't get their fair share of love, Joseph doesn’t deserve it either.

You love that power-obsessed snitch so much, Jacob, let’s see how you feel when your baby is stolen from you! Let’s
see what happens when the trickster gets tricked.

Joseph is trying to rule over our sons and treat them cruelly like your sons. Let us cast down the mighty and see if our
lowly sons might be exalted before the tattletale becomes a tyrant.

V. 20 Come now, let us kill him and throw him into one of the pits; then we shall say that a wild animal has devoured
him, and we shall see what will become of his dreams.

| am suburban raised which means that my parents, although oppressed as Black people, have benefited from
the urban funding stolen away to subsidize suburban development and maintenance. | have since moved back
into the city where those neglected by the state abound in ostentatious displays of wretchedness. One quite
literally classless individual has made a ritual of knocking on my front door to ask for money or food. | am able
to be the somewhat annoyed homeowner due to the resources afforded to me by the siphoning of funds that
should have gone to him. In an oversimplification of this exchange, he is asking me for his money back, and
neither of us particularly enjoy this interaction. My favorite thing about him though (no sarcasm), is how he
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determinedly holds out his hand to me to be shaken. Even if | hesitate for a couple of moments having been
conditioned not to touch “people like him”, he doesn’t decline his invitation to be touched.

Those who are sympathetic to my privilege can raise a germane issue about consent and my right to withhold
touch from whomever | please, but that’s not the point. Carrying guilt that is hardly mine, | advance into his
stinking personal space to shake his hand even though | don't really want to. Sometimes, he’ll grasp my soft,
honey-brown hand into his weathered ebony hand and hold on for a while. | wash my hands immediately after
we part, wondering how often someone touches him. And if he, discovering that | might be the middle-class
sellout exploiting our embarrassing banter for the essays | make money from, decides to light my home ablaze,
would he be wrong? | believe that the feeling that lit the match and tossed it would be valid even if it engulfs
the wrong establishment. Because the real estate market that | benefit from has everything to do with his
condition. | remember that each time | touch him.

There are two elders on my block, and one is right next door. The elders have seen our neighborhood
through decades of change and divestment. We give them our high respect not because they are infallible but
because of all they have endured- because of the ways their stewardship paved the way for us. Below | include
our brief text exchange about our soliciting neighbor.

“Please don't allow him to come up on your property ever again. He [won't] even think about coming towards
my gate.”

“Roger that. I'll keep my distance. Did he do something bad?”

(INO.H

Elder wants to keep us safe, and this is how he knows to do that. | was intentional in not responding with
any clear commitment. | understand how desperation can lend itself to inconsiderate or otherwise adverse
behavior...and | understand the desperation to be violence in itself. My ethic, as it stands, is that so long
as we collectively tolerate desperate conditions for others, we must tolerate the less pleasant attempts of
the neglected class to get their needs met. This is not limited to those impoverished of capital but also of
attention, agency, community care, esteem, and every other immaterial human need.

Whose hand have we hesitated to grasp fearing their response to material conditions we benefit from? Who
are we sending away from us so that we don'’t have to confront the victims of our forebears?

Words for inspiration:

Read more about marginalized mothers of our time.
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

We must enter a new climate world together
‘No Space for Us’: Migrants Turned Away as City Swelters

Newly disabled people aren’t given a ‘how-to’ guide. Disability doulas are closing those gaps.
New Northwestern study reveals alarming impact of long Covid on patients

Three Years After #DefundThePolice, Schools Are Bringing Cops Back to Campus

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

Commentaries Author

Casey Overton (she/they) is a radical communications strategist and
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cultures. They are the editor of “Liturgy that Matters”, an enfleshed
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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 en-
fleshed 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 info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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