spiritual nourishment for collective liberation
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TEXTS

July 30, 2023

Genesis 29:15-28

Psalm 105:1-11, 45b
Psalm 128

1 Kings 3:5-12

Psalm 119:129-136
Romans 8:26-39
Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52

What links the texts this week?

Where men cannot be relied on to honor our requests or even their own commitments, Our Cre-
ator keeps Her word to keep us in her inpenetrable love. She hears our eneds and does not try to
bargain or cheat us out of abundance. She gives to us freely as she knows all that has tried to pull us
from Her. Even as the terrors of this life obscure Her from our view, her love comes running to pre-
serve us in the most trying hours. She knows that we are beyond value regardless of what price tag
evil systems may have been affixed to us.

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

Call to worship

The Holy accompanies those who seek Wholeheartedness,

Divinity dances with those who love Liberation,

The Spirit of the Living Christ makes a home with those who practice Solidarity,
and Cosmic Consolation befriends those facing sorrow.

Let us worship God—the Web who Holds Together All Things,
The Sacred Mystery who makes vivid the ways of Compassion.

Opening Prayer

When we do not know what we ought to pray for, intercede for us through wordless groans, Holy Spirit.

For grief lives in our bodies and weighs down our spirits. Injustice accumulates, brims over, affects our daily

lives, rattles our mental health. Pray for us on our behalf. Rock us in your expansive arms. Groan forth

healing into our world. Amen.


https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing

Invitation to Offering

Grief expert, Megan Devine, writes, “Here’s the truth about grief: loss gets integrated, not overcome.” We
gather our offerings today, refusing to ask ourselves and our neighbors to overcome grief. Instead, we are
co-creating a soft place to land. Come, let us offer each other resources for rest and integration.

Prayer of Dedication

To kind community and supportive resources we dedicate our offerings, God of Heartbreak and Solidarity.
May we learn to align our actions with our deepest convictions and may your Merciful Wisdom flow
through our decision-making and healing. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth convinced that

neither life nor death,

neither the present nor the future,

neither height of joy nor depth of despair,

nor any powers of destruction,

can separate us from the Sacred Interdependent Love
that is our birthright, that we co-create with our lives.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How does your tradition understand itself in relationship with those who lament across time and
ecostytems?! Why do (or don’t) those in your tradition consider themselves among those who cry out
for new worlds?

* How has your faith community been responding to the hurt it witnesses in your neighborhood? How
can the pulpit or other faith leader platforms become a space where your members feel empowered to
heal collective pain?

*  What role has grief historically served amongst members of your spiritual community? What practices
from other cultures might be able to enhance your collective grief rituals?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Rev. Linda Noonan (she/her).

Cosmic - A Call to Lament

Paul is writing into the headwinds of life at the center of the Roman Empire, and noticing how he addressed early
Christians in that moment points the way toward what it might mean to be a church now in our own imperial
context. In Romans Disarmed: Resisting Empire, Demanding Justice, Sylvia C. Keesmaat and Brian J. Walsh argue
that the book of Romans should be approached, not as a “narrowly ‘theological’ reading,” but instead as a letter
of lament written to communities suffering under empire, and not as an attempt by Paul to systematize early
theology. The new creation envisioned and embodied in Jesus and fleshed out in early churches and contexts, is
rooted in grief and pain.

This lament reaches a crescendo in Romans 8 with Paul in anguish for his people and all of creation, rooted in
Israel’s experiences of imperial control and echoing the mourning of the land found in Jeremiah 12 and psalms
of lament. The section preceding our text invokes the groaning of all creation and the ways that we also “groan
inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies.” (8:22-23)

Keesmat and Walsh also argue that “weakness” [astheneia] (“Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness”) would
more accurately be understood as “persecutions.” That certainly changes things! The psalms referenced in this
passage and elsewhere in the book are all psalms of lament. Paul himself, following the writing of Romans, would
go on to be persecuted and imprisoned by the state for proclaiming, as Elsa Tamez writes, “another Sovereign,
another reign, and another justice.”

Bayo Akomolafé calls us to embrace grief as vocation, celebration, infection, and invitation. He explains how,
over deep evolutionary time with its cascading materialities, the mighty produces the fragile and the vulnerable,
and death creates opportunities for life. “It took more energy for the universe to create the skin of a seed than
it did to create the stars.” The skin of that seed then ruptures, not keeping its original identity, but rupturing to
become something different.

“The universe engineers loss as a way of producing novelty... The failure of a star becomes a human body.
The failed star shines brighter than the star that is intact because it spills its chemicals and its chemistry and
its logic and that logic becomes our organs, nails, and hair. Loss is how the universe invites new things to
emerge.”

Grief, like a seed, Akémolafé argues, is generative. It cracks open things that were once bound up and secure,
exposing them to the elements and generating change. “Loss, even though we don’t have a name for it, loss is the
universe’s most exquisite creation.” No name for loss, Akémolafé reflects. “Sighs too deep for words,” we read in
Romans. Modernity, he argues, has been an attempt to “stave off and quarantine ourselves against loss.” To make
us more productive, conforming to the status quo, and emotionally shut down.
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What if we embraced deep, deep grieving as a radical form of resistance against the late-stage capitalist
conspiracy to keep us all grinding — producing for someone other than ourselves and our own people,
untethered from our island home, and severed from our own flesh and feeling, lineage and longing?

The Appalachian Mountains were once connected to what are now the Scottish Highlands and the Atlas
Mountains of Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia through the Central Pangean Mountains during the Carboniferous,
Permian and Triassic periods. Do our continents long in the memory of past connection? Do the Appalachian
Mountains ache for Africa? Are wildfires raging in anguish, spilling tears of carbon and ash and the charred
cremains of boreal forests that become part of our own molecular structure a reminder that no border, no
check point, no wall can truly separate us?

Is part of our deep grief — too deep for words or even memory — a longing not only for connection to one
another, but also to ancestors, transcestors, plantcestors, and that with which we were once joined — the
ancient ranges, the tectonic plates, and the mycelial networks? Could Paul’s language of lament and union
point us to oneness not only in God-as-connective-tissue, but to all-that-is? And what, actually, is even the
difference?

Structural - People Have the Power

“Where does it hurt?” asks Mama Ruby Sales. Asking this and other questions like, “What keeps you up at
night?” and “Who do you love?!” are core invitations in community organizing that help to surface the shared
pain that forms the foundation for the change we want to see in our world. In Romans, Paul laments the pain
of the people and all creation, and goes on to envision a “new creation.” Organizing begins with that same
pain and envisions a new order.

So much of our Christian tradition and practice has emphasized belief over belonging. We have, for too long,
asked “What do you believe?” instead of “Where does it hurt?” or “What does belonging look like?”

Across the country and the globe, people continue to organize, create webs of intentional relationship, build
collective power out of shared pain, shine a light on broken systems, imagine new ways of belonging and
community care, and hold those responsible for change accountable.

Race-centered, interfaith organizing for clergy and congregations has the potential to transform the lives and
ministries of leaders, revitalize congregations, create structural change, and lead to demonstrable change in
the quality of life for our communities. In other words, organizing can make us pastors and better Christians
(or any other tradition we may claim), and is one of the most impactful ways we have of loving our neighbor.
Drawing on lineages which include the grassroots organizing of the Southern Civil Rights Movement and
Alinsky-style approaches, communities are expanding the canon of organizing, creating new rituals of
disruption and sanctification, redefining community power, and centering the voices and experiences of those
closest to the pain.

© 2022 enfleshed




Emerging organizing practices, such as the “Memorial to the Lost” conceived by Heeding God'’s Call to End Gun
Violence in Philadelphia, are rooted in lament. Each year, an exhibit of roughly 300 t-shirts hung on crossbars,
each bearing the name and dates of birth and death for every person who died by gun violence in the city the
preceding year is planted prominently in the front yard of houses of worship. This is a call to lament. It disrupts
the flow of traffic, stops passersby on the streets, inviting people to ask, “VWhat is happening?” and, hopefully,
“What will we do now?”

According to Dr. Roberto Che Espinoza, “A politics of grievance doesn’t get us to a just world or a peaceable
kingdom. Lament and justice create conditions for another possible world.” The practice of lament is a practice
of truth-telling. Grief can be an entry point to repentance. To course-correction. In Prophetic Lament: A Call for
Justice in Troubled Times, Soong-Chan Rah argues that the American church avoids lament, and that lament is a
critical component of Christian faith. VWhat would it mean for our worship to lean more heavily into lament —
lament for creation, for the excess, for the brokenness in the world? Bonhoeffer asks, “If the church is not for
the world, then what is it for?”

In the midst of a massive action calling for education justice in the very-resonant Rotunda at the State Capital
in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania led by POVVER Interfaith, a young man pulled out a large shofar (ram’s horn, blown
in Jewish services on Rosh Hashanah and leading up to and at the end of Yom Kippur) and blew it loudly. The
thundering sound caught the attention of all in the building and invoked the traditional call - “Tekiah!” Sleepers,
awake! — disrupting business-as-usual and calling on lawmakers to wake up and do the right thing.

“If God is for us, who can be against us?” Can this question, which has formed the theological justification

for everything from the Crusades and the Holocaust, to genocide and chattel slavery in the United States, be
wrest from the clutches of white Christian nationalism and domination? Faith-based community organizing is
fueled by collective while differently-expressed notions that the Divine is on the side of the oppressed. Asking
“Where does it hurt?” can help us shift away from “What do you believe?” and toward the question raised by
Paul to the church in another moment of Empire - “What does it mean to be faithful in this time?”

Interpersonal - Groaning and Grieving Together

Planetary grief. Pandemic grief. Bodily grief. Relational grief. Land grief. Ancestral grief. Accumulated grief.
Anticipatory grief.

“Everything we love, we will lose.” (Francis Weller)

This is not just an existential fact. It is also an invitation. An invitation to lament. To rage. To wail. To weep. To
dance. To spin. To make ritual, cast spells, and concoct prayers of not-just-words but shells and feathers and
shattered glass and moss. If Romans is a call to lament, then let us lament. To do it alone when we need to.
And to do it together any chance we get.

Keesmaat and Walsh write:

“Paul... insists that God the Holy Spirit groans with all of creation, and groans with all of humanity in the
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travails of childbirth, in the labor pains of the new creation... Then Paul takes a step further. Not only
does the Spirit groan in the travails of childbirth with us; those groans are sighs too deep for words.
This is quite stunning. You see, the Holy Spirit cannot take our inarticulate prayers and translate them
into words for God, because the Holy Spirit is just as much at a loss for words as we are... God knows
those deepest longings, God knows what we wait for, because God shares those longings and God is
waiting for the same thing we are.”

West African Ancestor Malidoma Patrice Somé shared the wisdom of the Dagara people of Burkina Faso
who understand grief, not as an individual experience, but a communal obligation which is necessary for the
health and well-being of the whole. “We have to grieve. It is a duty like any other duty in life... Grief must
be approached as the release of the tension created by separation and disconnection from someone or
something that matters. Grief does not necessarily come on demand. It is something that must be evoked.”

In Philadelphia, a group of healers, grief and death workers, artists, and ministers have come together to
create opportunities to do just that - evoke grief. Like Walter Brueggemann’s call for a “public expression

of pain,” Salt Trails Philly is an interdisciplinary collective making grief public and visible through community
rituals by drawing together people from various points in their grief journeys to find power, healing, solidarity,
and solace in public lament. Naila Francis, a death doula, poet, and one of the founders of Salt Trails wrote
the following declaration for one of the collective’s public grief rituals:

We the grievers of the global village, in order to affirm grief as the most natural of responses to

being a human experiencing change, to establish spaces where the expression of grief is acceptable

in all its permutations, to insure its necessity and vitality for the preservation of our wholeness and
interconnectedness, to provide for ecosystems and constellations thriving in mutual nourishment and
support, to promote our entanglement with the Earth and our more-than-human kin, and to secure the
blessings of reverence, curiosity and love for what is sorrowful, bewildering and unknown in our lives and
in this world do ordain and declare that on this Grief-in-Public Day:

We do not turn our gaze away from the great wheel of consequence, from what has befallen, oppressed,
harmed and separated us but offer our lament as praise for what we love, what we can create and who
we can be together.

We stay close to the darkness and listen for what wants to be remembered, honored and embodied in
our lives and our communities as medicine for these times.

We draw ourselves to fire and wind, soil and water, the animate soul of the living earth as balm and
antidote to the pain and perils of modern living.

VWe agree to go in...together... to the center of what aches and burns and howls, and water the way
with our tears, our songs, our dancing, our animal beating hearts.

We realize the individual healing journey is only as liberating and life-giving as it is rooted in our larger
Earth body, our mycelial belonging to each other.
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We reclaim the village as seat and center of our grieving, our healing and our rejoicing.
And so it is. And so we go forth.

In Toni Morrison’s novel, Beloved, Baby Suggs leads her community into a clearing in the woods, calling the
children, “Let the children come!” and they ran from the trees toward her... Then, “Let the grown men
come, she shouted... Finally she called the women to her. ‘Cry,” she told them. ‘For the living and the dead.
Just cry” And without covering their eyes the women let loose...”

“Here,” she said, “in this here place, we flesh; flesh that weeps, laughs; flesh that dances on bare feet in the
grass. Love it. Love it hard. Yonder they do not love your flesh... You got to love it, you!”

What if we truly let loose? What if we sobbed until we danced and loved not only our own flesh, but the
flesh of others whose flesh has not been loved by this world? What if we abandoned the words we have
been taught with all their echoes of empire and allowed ourselves to pray with groans and sighs? What if our
keenings and weepings unloosed the unprocessed sorrow of those who have gone before us and opened up
new paths for ancestral and planetary healing?

What if our relationships and our work for liberation became our prayer? Dorothy Day wrote, “| believe
some people — lots of people — pray to the witness of their lives through the work they do, the friendships
they have, the love they offer people and receive from people. Since when are words the only acceptable form
of prayer?”

And what if we did this together? What if this could be church? A place where grief was not just tolerated and
managed, but evoked, ignited, and sanctified? One of the finest days of my twenty-something year tenure in a
congregation was the day when the most unlikely man in the church came in, wobbling under the weight of a
massive shrink-wrapped load of Kleenex, distributing them among the pews. “Well,” he said, “if we're all going
to come here and cry, the least the church can do is provide some tissue.”

Then surely there would be nothing that could separate us — neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor
things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation — from
the love Paul testified to in his lament to the Romans.
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Words for inspiration:

Learn more about Saul Allinsky and cosider how his strategies would be beneficial and/or limited within

your spirutal community

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Duke Ph.D. students can move forward with unionizing vote despite university objections
Advocates Push Schumer to Go Further to Lower Insulin Prices

What do heatwaves do to the body and who is most at risk?

Close to 100,000 Voter Registrations Were Challenged in Georgia

A Georgia Teacher Read A Book To Her Class — And Was Fired With No Clear Explanation

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