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TEXTS 
August 27,  2023

Exodus 1:8-2:10
Psalm 124
Isaiah 51:1-6
Psalm 138
Romans 12:1-8 
Matthew 16:13-20

What links the texts this week? 

We can expect to encounter violence at the hand of enemies. We can expect to have enemies who 
we have no power to raise a hand against. We can expect that these enemies will spread lies and go as 
far as to attempt genocide against us. But we will know that we are friends of God. We will know that 
we are always in the consideration of the Supreme Love who is committed to our flourishing. We will 
know that for everyone coming against us, there is Someone Greater on our side. We will know that 
no matter what our enemies say about us, Our Friend says that we are righteous and chosen.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Believers, Skeptics, Heretics, and Seekers
We gather together with questions and convictions

Tussling and wrestling with the mysteries of faith
The Spirit delights in our discernment of Wisdom

God has given us agency, creativity, and imagination
We are set free to pursue a multitude of truths

Let us discover what it is we believe

Opening prayer

Mysterious One, we hope to hold with care the tensions of our traditions. Help us to honor the best of 
what we have inherited. And to release what conforms to harm and destruction. So few of us have felt the 
freedom to question what we are taught. So few of us have been encouraged to respect our own thoughts, 
intuition, or experiences. Bless our searching and our seeking that we may exercise our own muscles of 

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

Invitation to offering

The greek word in the new testament for ‘church’ is ekklesia. It means ‘the assembly of the people.’ We 
come together to influence one another and to be influenced. To dream. To support. To hold. To advocate. 
May we, assembled in the company of God, bring our resources together for the co-creation of the world 
we hope to build. 

Prayer of dedication

Holy One, for the many sources of wisdom you have surrounded us with, we give you thanks. May we 
embrace the whole collage of teachers through which you speak. Open us to the guidance of the land and 
its creatures. Teach us through our neighbors with stories unlike our own. Nurture our trust of our bodies 
as carriers of knowledge. That we may discover hidden aspects of you, each other, and our own intimate 
lives. Amen. 

Benediction

Beware, dear ones, of those too confident in their definitions and doctrines of God
There are many blessings in the teachings of our faith
There are many dangers, too
May we move humbly through our world 
with love and righteousness as our guides
May a cosmos beyond our control and comprehension
draw our lives ever deeper into wonder and awe

 

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 If you were to write your own creed, what is included that isn’t in your tradition’s creed or beleif statements? 
What is missing from yours that others tend to have? What does this mean for your collective faith practice?

•	 In what ways might place and context affect what is shared from pulpits and platforms within your faith 
community? What do others in your locale have to say about who your community is?

•	 Do you consider your spiritual community a space of deep friendship amongst members? Do members feel 
encouraged to become close and genuine friends with one another? How can your shared faith practice 
celebrate the importance of friendship?
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Application

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

Cosmic - Who is Jesus for you? Rev. Dr. Wil Gafney invites us to name our holy ones for ourselves.

“What do you believe? What do you believe about Jesus? What do you believe about the scriptures that tell 
his story? What do you believe about the God he proclaimed with his life and death and what happened 
after his death? What do you believe happened after his death? What do you believe? …What would it 
look like if you wrote your own creed? I encourage you to do so. Know that it’s alright if you find yourself 
disagreeing with the Creed we say or have questions about something you thought you were sure of before. 
It’s all right if your creed is more questioning than that statement. Your creed need not be long. Your creed 
can be as short as: I know God is real and I know she loves me, or: Jesus is God’s love in human form.”

Creeds are confessions of faith that are cultivated by communities of faith. Although that may be a lighthearted 
and even apolitical way to describe the intellectual, political activity happening in the creation of a creed. For 
example, the Nicene Creed was created at the Council of the Catholic Church in 325. A noteworthy, fun fact 
about the Nicene Creed is that it comes into form before the New Testament we know today is assembled. It is 
general knowledge that the Nicene Creed is the “proper profession of faith for candidates for the sacrament of 
Baptism” and it is the “profession of the Christian Faith common to the Catholic Church.”

But who is Jesus for you? And who is Jesus for the millions of people who met Jesus through the other side of 
the gun, the spear, the bomb? Is that the same Jesus? 

Some say he is a doctor in the sick room, a lawyer in the courtroom, a teacher in the classroom. Are these also 
ways to imagine God? Can we create our own Creeds? 

In some ways, creeds bring people together because they become the foundation for spiritual formation. 
People come to know these ideas as part of a tradition. They are taught, and memorized, in the context of 
intentional spiritual and religious education. In other ways, however, they can create division. Not every Christian 
denomination uses the same creeds, and certainly not in the same ways consistently. Not every Christian 
believes the same things about Christ and his ministry.

Jesus says to Peter, however, that “flesh and blood has not revealed this to you” but his Parent “in heaven.” While 
there are some challenges in making a binary distinction between flesh and spirit-received knowledge, it is worth 
exploring for our context. Do we believe things because someone has imparted (or indoctrinated) us with these 
ideas, or do we believe them because we know them for ourselves? What kind of faith could we have if we were 
not punished for not having it? Are there things you know in your heart? What do you know because of your 
ancestors’ whispers and lived lives? Does their faith ever contradict the faith you have today? What kind of faith 
do you want future generations to have?

Jesus, centuries before the creation of anyone’s creed, is asking us to conceptualize him for ourselves. What 
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do we know about Jesus, and why do we even follow him?  It is only at the point when Peter says “you are 
the Messiah, the son of the living God” that Jesus realizes Peter is a “rock” upon which to build the church. 
Knowing Jesus for ourselves is important.
 
What would have happened if Peter said, you are my Messiah? Or if he were more specific to say, “we follow 
you because you have shown us a way. We choose to follow you. Other people’s choice is no greater or 
lesser than ours?” We do not know, but perhaps the legacy of Christianity might not be so violent. 

What kind of creed would you write? What can you say about Jesus that speaks to his place in your life, 
but doesn’t also diminish the moral imaginations of others? What do you believe about the world that will 
never change? In other words, if you could tattoo something that was eternal and truthful on your very flesh, 
what would it be? Is Christ’s love most important to you? His commitment to collective thriving? His bodily 
investment in protecting the vulnerable? His humor? His discipline in reading and interpreting the text? In 
other words, what makes Jesus important to you? Are there people in recent history who also model these 
values? 

Structural - “When we see anti-Semitism and ignore it, whose agenda does that serve?”-- Rabbi Danya 
Ruttenberg

It is impossible to explore this passage without paying attention to the chapter surrounding it. And 
unfortunately, this chapter highlights some of the most Anti-Semitic seeds that become Christian narratives. 
Yes, even within progressive circles, and perhaps even especially there. Too often, as a way of making a point 
about the hypocrisy of the modern Christian church, Christian preachers conflate the religious leaders of 
Jesus’ time with the religious leaders of our time. And in this way, project the evil of modern Christianity onto 
thousands-year-old traditions. 

In this chapter, the writer of Matthew is clear to note that the Pharisees and Sadducees came to “test Jesus.” 
Jesus is recorded as saying, “Watch out and beware of the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees.” All of 
these vignettes happen in the same chapter that Jesus foretells his death at “the hands of the elders and chief 
priests and scribes.” 

With this as the literary context of this chapter, it is important to be accountable to the Christian 
Supremacist and anti-Semitic threads in the foundation. Even more, we cannot argue that the Bible is a 
book of love and justice alone when we see clear examples of Anti-Jewish scapegoating in the text. It is, 
frankly, an immature hermeneutic to assume that the Bible is simply about love and justice. Instead, it is the 
responsibility of compassionate readers of the text to approach the Bible with a critical lens. According to 
biblical scholar Rev. Dr. Renita Weems,

“[The Bible]  cannot be understood as some universal, transcendent, timeless force to which world 
readers—in the name 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.”
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Again, we return to Rev. Dr. Wil Gafney, who invites us to think about the “interior landscape” of the world of 
the text. 

“The text can easily be read as an indictment of ‘the Jews’ for the death of Jesus. And to our eternal 
shame as Christians, it has been, and not just from this text. Christians throughout the ages from popes 
and their crusading armies to Hitler’s Nazi party to today’s alt-right neo-Nazis have blamed the Jews 
for the death of Jesus and used that charge to justify slaughter, theft and extermination campaigns not 
limited to the Crusades and the Holocaust. Some will say that because these folk betray the teaching 
and example of Jesus, they should not be called Christians. However, if we exclude the perpetrators of 
every reprehensible deed done in the name of Christ from Christianity, we are left with an unrealistically 
innocent faith that avoids responsibility for the slavery, genocide, exploitation and holocausts perpetuated 
in its name with the backing of its faithful from pulpit to pew.”

One way to enter into the text with a critical lens on power without blaming Jewish people and culture for the 
murder of Christ is to focus on the very first verse of the lectionary passage.

Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi…
Place matters. 
	
According to Fergus Kerr,

“First-century Jewish historian Josephus [noted that] the Roman emperor Augustus gave the place then 
called Paneas - sacred to the Greek god Pan - to King Herod the Great. In due course his son Philip the 
Tetrarch built the city, which he called Caesarea Philippi, to distinguish it from Caesarea Maritima on the 
Mediterranean coast. In short, a grand new Roman city was constructed in honor of the divine Caesar on 
the site of the spring that had been sacred from ancient times to the god Pan. It was in the neighborhood 
of that double inheritance that the question of Jesus’s identity was provoked.”

Raising the question of identity matters, given that the exchange happens at the “confluence of two of the 
most powerful realities that the new faith confronted: imperial Rome and Greek polytheism.” As we explore 
this text, let us consider the lands upon which we live and the ongoing historic significance of our work. 

What does identity come to mean, given the lands we pray on? What can be said about the nature of the 
Christ we follow through our actions in his name? What is the witness we leave when we conveniently claim 
innocence on some ideas and boldness in others? What can be said about us? 

We may believe ourselves to be radical, bold, courageous, principled humans. That may be our aspiration. But 
what do others, especially those who are directly impacted by our words and actions, say that we are? 

Interpersonal - At this very moment, Beyoncé is on tour and highlighting her latest album RENAISSANCE. 
Her most recent album and tour project has come to be celebrated by music critics and lay people alike. 
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Though there have been worthwhile questions about the absorption of queer and trans aesthetics by her 
production, the recent album and tour have drawn all kinds of people to the party. The latest tour solidifies 
her singing and creative power, and most importantly, her commitment to building a viable team.

This is something Beyoncé can do at 41. And she seems happy to do so.

But years ago, Beyoncé struggled with a host of rumors in the public. She addressed them head-on during a 
tour interlude, in which dancers lip-sync the critical chatter hurled at her online and in tabloids.

I don’t remember her nose looking like that.
Why would she turn Kelly and Michelle’s mic off?
Why is she always wearing those tired leotards? 
She is not a diva and she is not a queen.
She was never pregnant with that baby. 

She took the rumors and wove them into her art. When people press you and come to you with rumors, 
there are a host of ways to deal with them. You can ignore them, you can address them, you can answer the 
questions you want to answer. When you are known to the world, you have to surrender to the reality that 
people will make up stories about you. Perhaps one of the reasons Beyoncé resonates with so many people 
is that she is able to enjoy a life that folks envy. Unlike many of us, she is able to sublimate gossip and reclaim 
narratives over her own life. Very few of us are able to rebound after someone spreads a story about us at 
the workplace or within our families. Friendships can dissolve after a misunderstanding. Relationships are 
never the same after a miscommunication. 

Jesus is no stranger to this dynamic. Except instead of the disciples coming to him with gossip, he asks the 
disciples to confirm the word on the streets. In the beginning of this passage, Jesus asks his disciples, “who do 
people say that the Son of Man is?” In this question, he refers to himself by an alias, “Son of Man”.  He wants 
to know what the disciples have heard about this title. The disciples respond, “some say John the Baptist but 
others Elijah and still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” Jesus wants to know who the people think the 
Son of Man is. The disciples respond by telling Jesus what the latest word is on the streets. In this vignette, 
we get the sense that the people of this time have conceptualized someone else as the Son of Man.

The disciples are close enough to those people to report back to Jesus. They know enough about what the 
ruling gossip is that they share it with Jesus. Which begs the question, what are the circumstances in which 
people are sharing these ideas with the disciples? How do they know the disciples are safe people to share 
their ideas about the Son of Man with? 

Jesus doesn’t hover there, though. Instead of fixating on the things running in the gossip mill, Jesus asks his 
friends, “but who do you say that I am?” Simon Peter responds, “You are the Messiah, the son of the living 
God.” Jesus isn’t concerned with what the world is saying of him; he needs to know what his friends believe 
about him. Friends make the difference in so many ways. According to the Mayo Clinic,  good friends can be 
good for your health! Good friends:
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“Increase your sense of belonging and purpose
Boost your happiness and reduce your stress
Improve your self-confidence and self-worth
Help you cope with traumas, such as divorce, serious illness, job loss or the death of a loved one
Encourage you to change or avoid unhealthy lifestyle habits, such as excessive drinking”

Friendships help us remember who we are and who we can be. Challenges will arise in our lives, and friends 
help us reflect. Sometimes we are being too hard on ourselves, and friends will pour affirmations into our 
hearts. Sometimes we are not being honest or principled, and friends will tell us about ourselves with love. 
The disciples could reflect to Jesus who he was because by this point, they knew him well enough to do so. 

Words for inspiration:

Listen or check out the lyrics to “Count on Me” by Whitney Houston and CeCe Winans
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

ChatGPT In Trouble: OpenAI may go bankrupt by 2024, AI bot costs company $700,000 every day

Wildfire decimates Lahaina, once the capital of the Hawaiian Kingdom

This Pioneering Black Zoologist’s Insights Were a Century Ahead of Their TimeMississippi Says Poor 

Remote work gave them a reprieve from racism. They don’t want to go back

Their Families Said They Needed Treatment. Mississippi Officials Threw Them in Jail Without Charges.
[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought 
partners]

Commentaries Author 

Minister Candace Simpson (she/her/hers) is a sister, preacher, and 
educator. She is a graduate of Trinity College and Union Theological 
Seminary. She is an associate minister at Concord Baptist Church of 
Christ in Brooklyn, New York. Minister Simpson is especially drawn to 
Christian education as a political education tool for Black liberation. It 
is Candace’s philosophy that Heaven is a Revolution that can happen 
right here on Earth. She is the lead writer and curriculum designer at 
Fish Sandwich Heaven, an online resource for dreaming a freer world.”
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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, SURJ, 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 
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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.


