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TEXTS

August 20, 2023

Genesis 45:1-15

Psalm 133

Isaiah 56:1, 6-8

Psalm 67

Romans 11:1-2a, 29-32
Matthew 15: (10-20), 21-28

What links the texts this week?

Our texts help us understand how we can take seriously the complex work of reconciliation. We
seek unity with one another which is not to be misconstrued for sameness. We need not become
enemies with our kinfolk due to difference, but unity doesn’t demand that we disregard harm. Recon-
icliation is the dance of community - a commitment to co-creation through conflict. It is the commit-
ment to returning to those who hold the capacity to harm us, choosing to tust that our humanity is
innately good. This work is sacred, Biblical, and abundant.

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

Call to worship

Let all who long for salvation come find each other
Deliverance will lead us out from under evil’s hand

In the days of liberation, there will be a holy transformation
Material and lasting, the world will breathe anew

May the struggling be lifted
May the powerful repent

A righteous reckoning is close at hand
May God help us to be faithful

Opening prayer

God of Particularity, you know us intimately and honestly. As individuals, as communities, as people with
histories different and shared, you do not always call us down the same paths. Teach us how to reckon
with a freedom that is not one size fits all. Meet us in all our specific privileges and powers, gifts and
liabilities. That we may find our way and support one another. Amen.
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Invitation to offering

Blessed be the God of Multiplicities. They free us from the tyranny of having to believe one thing, to be
one thing, or tell one story. God is vast. Complex. Alive with paradox and contradictions. In gratitude for
this mystery of faith, let us bring our offerings together.

Prayer of dedication

Divine Companion, we long for a faith that is deep and rich and humble enough to hold the struggles of
our time. Bless our resources to the creative and bold labors of unlearning rigid ideas of who you are. Of
who you call us to be. Of what’s possible in the world and what is good and just. Ve are open to being
surprised. Amen.

Benediction

When everything starts to look and feel the same

When truth is made narrow and histories are flattened

When power is monopolized and faith grows stale

May we remember the Mystery that surrounds us

The Love that holds millions and millions of species of life

Plant, animal, fungus. Humans. Water. Earth. Galaxies known and unknown.
Our perspectives can grow small, but Divinity will not be contained

Be encouraged. The wild, unruly, and peculiar presence of God goes with us

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  What is your tradition’s position on the supremacy of Christianity and monotheism? How is this
justified? How can this be interpreted or adjusted to cultivate honor for diverse religions?

* In what ways have adherents to your tradition shown their support for members of another religious
tradition, especially beyond Christianity? Are there ways to make interreligious solidarity a part of your
regular spiritual practice?

* How might an atheist who visits your spiritual community feel about their experience there!? How
would you try to improve their experience?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him).

Cosmic - Growing up in a fundamentalist church, | was handed a vision of God that welcomed many but

also excluded many. | always struggled to accept the idea of a God that loves everyone, but also excludes and
punishes a significant portion of humanity. Then | began to find the work of progressive pastors and theologians
who spoke of God’s love with a more consistent logic. When they said God loves everyone, they really meant
it. That included all the people the church of my past excluded: LGBTQ+ people, sex workers, addicts, and even
people with varying religious beliefs like people of a diversity of religions, agnostics, and atheists. Then | started
reading the Bible differently and found passages like this one, about a merciful God gathering all people together.
The simplicity of it all was so refreshing, at least for a time.

Isaiah presents a God who is the only God, but he also preaches that this God will draw together all people and
end their conflict. This wasn’t a vision of everyone getting along in some peaceful afterlife. This was about an
actual event to take place on earth, which is unique in the way Jews talk about universal reconciliation, compared
to the way that Christians defer it to the afterlife, even when citing this passage.

Compare this passage with those in Ezra and Nehemiah who discouraged relationships with foreigners, and upon
returning from Babylonian exile, instructed the Israelites to send away their foreign wives and their children. The
inclusiveness that Isaiah describes in this passage is one of the most inclusive descriptions of God that we find in
the Bible.

We see a gradual development of an explicit monotheism throughout the prophets, but we even see it in the
writings that make up the book of Isaiah. And the development of Israel’s monotheism is best understood
alongside the development of the way Israel spoke about foreigners. There’s an exclusivism that gets disregarded
in passages like this, where all people join together to Israel’s inclusive God. Even though Israel’s God welcomes
all people, there seems to be an assumption of superiority since this vision is contingent on all people realizing
that Israel’s God was the one and only true God all along. However, the monotheism of Israelite exiles under the
oppression of Babylon takes on a different character than the monotheisms we may be more familiar with today,
which can justify the oppression of other faiths and cultures.

In her book, Beyond Monotheism, theologian, Laurel C. Schneider explains,

Jewish religious leaders in exile, who were struggling to keep together their powerful understanding of
God’s care for and connection to the Jews against multigenerational evidence of social, political, and
cultural loss and confusion, realized that the cosmic unity and supremacy of God made Israel’s political
defeat irrelevant at worst or instructive at best. This constructive theological turn frees God from the
constraints of place, whether in ark, temple, mountain, or land, and proclaims God founder and governor
of every place, even Babylon—or Persia.!

1 Laurel C. Schneider, Beyond monotheism: A theology of multiplicity (London: Routledge, 2008), 36-37.
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The monotheism of the oppressed assures the oppressed that the rule of their oppressors will fail because
the god of the oppressed is the god of everyone. However, monotheism in the hands of the oppressors
assures the oppressors that their imperial efforts are God-ordained because the god of the oppressors,
after all, is the god of everyone. As Schneider puts it, “For those who are exhausted by assault or mesmerized
by the promise of absolute power, the logic of the One offers a tempting respite from the plenitude and
cacophony of a world that makes no absolute guarantees.”

The logic of the One is Schneider’s term for the motivating logic of monotheism that has existed long before
monotheism. The logic of the One is committed to reducing everything to conform to a single explanation
under one God, one truth, and one meaning. Beyond the logic of the One is the logic of multiplicity, which
resists the binary thinking of “God” and “not God”, “true” or “false”, or “meaningful”, and “meaningless”. We
can reinterpret passages like this with a logic of multiplicity, to allow us to move beyond simple dualistic and
exclusivist readings of the text.

Structural - Christians often use passages like this one to justify Christian supremacy. John Thatamanil
argues that Christianity (even the inclusive kind) has a tendency of “hierarchical inclusivism”, where
“Christians see the whole whereas others see only in part”, and therefore Christians “have little to learn from
dialogue with other religious traditions.™

This kind of hierarchical inclusivism can even be seen in those who many perceive as the most inclusive kind
of Christians: Christian universalists, who commonly preach that everyone will ultimately be reconciled to
Jesus, in this life or the next. What does it really mean if we believe that we are so fortunate to have a God
that’s so loving that this God will unite every single human into one people, one religion, and one language?
This may sound like great news on the surface because of the perceived absence of conflict in a unified world,
but consider how much diverse beauty, value, and wisdom would be erased in the effort to unite everyone
under a singular expression of beauty, value, and wisdom. Your utopia may just be a dystopia for everyone
else if it’s just a world where everyone realizes you had it right all along.

In 2011, the (now former) evangelical megachurch pastor, Rob Bell published his book, Love Wins, in which
he argued that no matter how long it takes, the love of God will ultimately win everyone over, even after
death. Many evangelicals responded with vitriol while many progressive Mainline Protestants wondered what
was so controversial about such a simple truth. But on his press tour, each time that he was asked if he was
a universalist he assured them that he wasn't, saying “if by universalist we mean there’s a giant cosmic arm
that swoops everybody in at some point whether you want to be there or not.”* When | watched him give
this answer years ago | was annoyed by it, feeling like he was giving an unnecessarily complicated answer to
a simple yes or no question. But now | realize that, now more than ever, | don't think | could answer that
question with a simple yes or no either.

2 Schneider, 203.

3 John Thatamatil, “God as ground, contingency, and relation: trinitarian polydoxy and religious diversity”, in Polydoxy, ed.
Catherine Keller and Laurel C. Schneider (New York: Routledge, 2011), 239.
4 https://youtu.be/_EgwEDRr5Fc?t=1389
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Progressive Christianity and Christian universalism initially gave me the simplicity | craved that | couldn't find in
fundamentalist Christianity. Affirming Christianity became so much easier when | was able to make it as simple
as the belief that my God loves everyone, so therefore everyone will be reconciled to my God and everyone
will spend eternity worshiping my God. But now | understand that I've had a tendency to use simplicity to hide
from a reality that’s too complex to withstand on my own. A faith that's committed to a logic of multiplicity
requires complexity, uncertainty, and open-endedness. Whether we identify with the term universalist or not,
we must be careful that our universalism isn't just justified homogeneity.

The Doctrine of Discovery, which was only repudiated by the Vatican a few months ago in March 20235, is also
a type of Christian universalism. Pope Nicolas V addressed the papal bull, Romanus Pontifex, to King Alfonso

V of Portugal in 1454 to grant divine authorization to the Portuguese colonization of Africa, and other non-
Christian territories. In “seeking and desiring the salvation of all” the pope “wholesomely ordain[ed]” the
Catholic kings and princes to “restrain the savage excesses of the Saracens and of other infidels, enemies of
the Christian name,” and “for the defense and increase of the faith vanquish them and their kingdoms and
habitations”.

| grew up in Santa Maria, California, and like most people who grew up in California, | had a fourth-grade
school project where we built a model of a Spanish mission using sugar cubes, popsicle sticks, and glue. They
didn’t tell us that the missions were built by Spanish colonizers to subjugate, enslave, and forcibly assimilate
Indigenous people into Spanish Catholicism. And after the project,) our teacher took us on a field trip to go see
the closest mission to us: La Purisma in the outskirts of the city of Lompoc. They gave us a tour of the building
and showed us the farm animals outside, but didn’t tell us that thousands of Chumash people were subjected
to harsh living conditions and hard labor, including farming and raising those animals. They didn't tell us that
there existed somewhere between 10,000 and 20,000 Chumash people in 1770, and by 1920 their population
had been reduced to 24. Who knows how much | would have been able to comprehend in the fourth grade,
but if | knew better | would have preferred something more truthful than the romanticized story they fed us of
the Spanish and the Chumash living peacefully at the mission, sharing their culture with one another.

If “the salvation of all” looks anything even slightly similar to the ideology that justified the colonizers’
missionary efforts then | don’t want it.

Personal - John Thatamanil critiques the idea that all religions lead up the same mountain, arguing that when
religious traditions believe they are self-sufficient then they “have nothing to learn about God, humanity, or
soteriology in and through dialogue.” If we already have all the answers within our faith alone, along with
everyone else, then our potential for growth and transformation is limited. Thatamanil contends, “If every
account of the Real is equally true...then the only reason for dialogue is neighborliness.”” If in one scenario
you're right and everyone else is wrong, and in the other scenario everyone is right in their own way, then in
both scenarios you're always right, and therefore have nothing to learn from others because you already have
everything figured out.

5 https://www.usccb.org/news/2023/responding-indigenous-vatican-disavows-doctrine-discovery/
6 https://doctrineofdiscovery.org/the-bull-romanus-pontifex-nicholas-v/
7 Thatamanil, 242.
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It's one thing to acknowledge and discuss our similarities and differences with people of other faiths but what
if we were brave enough to let their insights influence and deepen our understanding of our own theological
beliefs? Perhaps we would discover that some of our major doctrines have always been insufficient without
the resources of other religions.

I'm interested in a pluralism that’s necessary for our own survival. There are different aspects of reality (and
ultimate reality) that we are incapable of discovering without each other. We need the faith, wisdom, and
experience of each other in order to deepen our own faith, wisdom, and experience. Sure, there are some
truths that multiple communities and traditions come to independently, but there are also truths that we can
only discover by learning from each other, even when they're truths about ourselves.

My pagan friends have helped me deepen my understanding of the Christian doctrine of the incarnation in
new ways | wouldn’t have been able to consider without their insights. My queer friends have helped me
deepen my understanding of my own sexuality and gender expression in new ways that | wouldn’t have been
able to consider without their insights. My femme friends have helped me understand my own masculinity in
new ways that | wouldn’t have been able to consider without their insights. Our growth depends on mutual
transformation.

There was an insightful conversation between enfleshed’s co-directors, Rev. M Jade Kaiser, Rev. Anna Blaedel,
and Robert Monson on the first episode of the enfleshed podcast from April 18, 2023, entitled “Liberation
for all, home, and making freedom”.2 M shared their frustration with the ways that dominant forms of
Christianity, specifically white Christianity, universalizes theology, “taking words about God and taking
Scripture and pretending like there’s no specific people behind it, there’s no specific history behind it, that

it’s all just about people coming together in this universal concept of humanity.” And they talked about their
hope for enfleshed to become a space where we can “genuinely celebrate the whole of who we are, and each
other is, without erasing any of it, while also moving together with some sense of shared heart, shared hope,
for future thriving.”

Earlier in the podcast Robert shared about his commitment to “collective liberation through the particular.”
He said, “l am adamant on the liberation of Black people because that’'s how we all get free. It's not enough
for me to say we all need to be liberated from oppressive systems, like capitalism, like toxic death-dealing
ideologies and theologies”. Collective liberation is the goal for us, but how we get there, Robert says, “has to
be particular, because we don't do well with multitasking. VWe don’t do well with coalition building.”

Sometimes movements for collective liberation can take on this totalizing universalistic attitude as well.
People crave the simplicity of a political ideology, an organization or a method that claims to have the
solution to every struggle, every oppression, and every injustice. It's easier to assume that we're not free yet
because people aren’t on the same frequency we're on yet...instead of considering that we may be the ones
who are out of tune.

8 https://podcasters.spotify.com/pod/show/enfleshed/episodes/Liberation-for-all--home--and-making-freedom-e20ujpl/a-
a9hqktk
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Collective liberation can only come through valuing multiplicity and the particularity of each individual, each
community, and each struggle. Mutual transformation is how we get to collective liberation, and perhaps it can
be a way that we get to collective salvation, as well.

Words for inspiration:

Reflect on the meaning and origin of the slogan “No justice, no peace.”

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

udge blocks Arkansas law allowing librarians to be criminally charged over ‘harmful’ materials
The Freedom to Vote Act

Medicaid Purge Has Now Impacted at Least 2.1 Million People—Including Many Children

TX Tackles Lower College Enroliment Amid Loss of Higher Ed Confidence

Activists Have Long Called for Charleston to Confront Its Racial History.

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

Commentaries Author

Damon Garcia (he/him) is a writer, video essayist, and public theologian
for a liberative Christianity. His work is inspired by liberation theology,
decolonial theory, and anti-capitalist politics as he helps people unsettle
and untangle the influence of Christian teachings developed to justify
colonization. He is the author of The God Who Riots: Taking Back the
Radical Jesus (Broadleaf Books, 2022). He lives in Santa Maria, California.
Follow Damon’s work on Twitter @whoisdamon and at damongarcia.
com.
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Liturgy Author

M Jade Kaiser (formerly M Barclay) is co-founder and co-director

of enfleshed. M wonders, wrestles, and works in the places where
spirituality, activism, culture(s), and creativity entangle. Over the last
decade, they have had the pleasure of collaborating and working in
spaces and movements of shared longing and action such as Texas
Freedom Network, Faith in Harm Reduction, SUR|, UmForward,
Reconciling Ministries Network, ONE Northside, and other
collectives of organizers, religious communities, and creators. In their
spare time, they seek out creaturely encounters and enjoy working
with stained glass.

Editor

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 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 info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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