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TEXTS

September 17, 2023

Exodus 14:19-31

Psalm 114

Exodus 15:1b-11, 20-21
Genesis 50:15-21

Psalm 103:(1-7), 8-13
Romans 14:1-12
Matthew 18:21-35

What links the texts this week?

All praisese to our Holy One carrying the balance between mercy and accountability. She sees those
judged most harshly, unfairly and grants them grace. She seeks out the cruel judgmental oppressors
and deals with them accordingly. Our Protector employs a power analysis that recognizes all are capa-
ble of harm. Our Transformer of hearts sees victim and enemy for the complex communities they are.
She is our guide in responding to hatred. She is our guide in embracing difference. She is our guide as
we learn to live as kindred.

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

Call to Worship

In the house of Love,
there is no hierarchy of value.
Every life is cherished.

In Love’s presence, there is a Spirit of Protection.
We shelter each other from harm.

Love calls upon us:

To divest from evil.

To come home to ourselves.
To share what we have.

May Love welcome us today.

Opening prayer

God of Radical Hospitality, with open arms, you welcome us into new life. Whatever burdens we carry.
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Whatever healing we long for. Whatever structures work to keep us down. You meet us in the full truth
of who we are, individually and together. May we be open to being transformed by this grace. Today, and
ongoingly. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

A community of true belonging is built on shared recognition of our need for each other. All of us with our
gifts. All of us with our struggles. Sharing in life and learning and labors of liberation. In this spirit, let us
bring what we have together.

Prayer of Dedication

Host of True Belonging - in our heart of hearts, we long to know and be known. But barriers surround

us and even arise within us: Arrogance. Competition. Control. Lack of access. Lack of resources. May our
offerings be dedicated to the slow work of addressing these hindrances. That we might fully embrace the
gifts and possibilities of an abiding and shared humanity. Amen.

Benediction

May we go and co-create new spaces of radical hospitality, transforming and being transformed in
community.

May God expand our comprehension of Love, of connection, of all the joy and struggle we share.

May we leave with hearts renewed by the grace of a divine belonging that holds all life, eternal and

trustworthy.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* In what ways could your community be operating with a “household heirarchy” that sees some folks as
“weaker” than others? How is spiritual “maturity” discussed in your community? How can heirarchical
rhetoric be challenged?

* How does your tradition and spiritual community respond to folks who might embody a sort of
spiritual (or material) elitism? What rituals and practices can help overturn these attitudes?

* How can your spiritual community embrace accountability models that center those most impacted in
scenarios of harm? Who are the guides and prophets to follow for constructing these models in your
context?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him).

Cosmic - Paul cautions against a type of bait-and-switch hospitality when he clarifies that welcoming “those
who are weak in faith” is “not for the purpose of quarreling over opinions.” We see this disingenuous inclusion
where people are welcomed but are covertly pressured into conforming to the beliefs and behavior of the
dominant group.We see this in anti-LGBTQ churches all the time when they claim to be welcoming while
hiding their ulterior motive to indoctrinate and manipulate people into adopting the sexual orientation and
gender identity of the dominant group once they'’re integrated into the community.

When | left the evangelical church, | gained a clearer perspective on these tactics.As | began the process of
healing from the loss of that community it bothered me that many of my fellow ministers and friends weren’t
interested in maintaining a friendship with me while they continued to form connections with unchurched
people they considered to be living in sin. | suspected that | was just a lost cause to them. My theological
knowledge and experience made the prospect of changing me more challenging than changing someone who
they could indoctrinate.VWhat does it say about a person who only maintains relationships with people unlike
them when there’s potential for manipulation?

While some progressive spiritual communities have moved beyond bait-and-switch hospitality, and no longer
try to pressure the people that they welcome to change, they fall short when they don’t let those same people
change the community either. This is hierarchical hospitality, where the practices and ideology of the dominant
group remain predominantly determined by the dominant group. Giving minoritized groups a presence without
giving them the power to help reshape the community is essentially tokenism.

Paul’s exhortation to “welcome” the “weak,” goes beyond mere tolerance.The Jewish Annotated New
Testament clarifies that this instruction “is stronger than merely ‘accept’ or ‘welcome’; it carries the sense of
‘bring in as a partner; ‘fetch, or ‘take hold of’”" Welcoming people to the table of the early Christian love feasts
was to adopt them into a family where everyone was supposed to hold equal status. From the beginning of the
Christian tradition, the Spirit empowered communities to build space for diversity and mutual transformation.

The kind of community that God calls us to is motivated, not by bait-and-switch hospitality or hierarchical
hospitality, but by radical hospitality: inviting others to collaborate in reshaping the community all the way to
the roots.

When Paul reminds the Roman church,“whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s,” and that
Christ is the Lord of the dead and living, he employs a metaphor of the lord of a household. And when Paul
says, “Who are you to pass judgment on slaves of another?” he doesn’t use the typical Greek word for slaves
(doulos). He uses the word oiketes, which can include slaves, but typically encompassed everyone in one

1 Amy-Jill Levine and Marc Zvi Brettler, The Jewish Annotated New Testament (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017),
282.
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household under one householder’s authority and judgment.This aligns with Paul’s overarching theme in
his letters of the church as one family in one household. Only the leader of a household can judge the
members of the household, so if Jesus is the leader of our household, then Jesus is our only judge.

| love how Sylvia Keesmaat and Brian Walsh expand Paul’s words here in her book, Romans Disarmed. Paul is
asking, “In whose story have you been incorporated? The story of Caesar or the story of the one who was
crucified and raised from the dead? If Christ is the Lord of all of life and even of death, how then should
you eat together?”

“Another way to put this is to ask, to whose household do we belong? If to Caesar’s, then continue with
meal practices that reflect his household and his economy. But if we belong to the household of Jesus,
if Jesus is Lord, then our eating together must bear witness to the economy of the kingdom of God.”

Guided by an all-loving, impoverished-embracing, “sinner’-befriending Jesus, we can reject arbitrary moral
categories imposed by empire. Instead, we can commit to identifying more siblings than “sinners” wherever
we meet people.

Structural - When | was |9 my agnostic uncle asked me some questions about my faith as | considered
going into ministry. | tried to explain the kind of loving and justice-oriented perspective of Christianity that
| had become passionate about, but then | said something that I'm surprised came out of my mouth with
no reservation. | said that Christianity is about “how you treat people who are lesser than you.” At the
time | didn’t realize how elitist that sounded, and | was probably badly paraphrasing Jesus’s parable about
how you treat “the least of these” without considering the implication. Luckily, my uncle challenged me and
said “Wiait, hold on—nobody is lesser than you,” Then he told me stories from his life about how he learned
that nobody is greater or lesser than anyone else.And he said one of his problems with religion was this
perspective that some people are lesser than others. ’'m so grateful that my uncle exposed some of the
elitist language and frameworks that | had internalized from our elitist and hierarchy-loving society.

I’'m reminded of that conversation when | read Paul’s call to the Roman church to “welcome those who are
‘weak’ in faith.” Despite the ableist connotations that we’ll discuss in a moment, Biblical scholars agree that
Paul’s usage of the term “weak” in this passage seems to be a rhetorical tactic, using the “jargon’ that the
church in Rome was using to insult others in the church—and to justify their judgmental attitudes. Paul uses
their discriminatory language to challenge them, essentially saying “Sure, your faith may be stronger than
others in your community, but aren’t you, as people of strong faith, supposed to welcome the weak?”’ Paul
“intended to,” Biblical scholar Robert Jewett says, “reverse the shameful status of the ‘weak’”.*

It’s important to clarify what the insult, “weak in faith” meant. It didn’t imply unbelief, as seen in biblical

2 Sylvia C. Keesmaat and Brian J. Walsh, Romans Disarmed: Resisting Empire, Demanding Justice (Grand Rapids: Brazos
Press, 2019), 245.

3 Robert Jewett, Romans: A Commentary (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006), 834.

4 Jewett, 836.
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doubters, like Sarah, laughing at God promising her a child in her old age, or the apostle Thomas, doubting
Jesus’s resurrection, or Peter, when he sinks for being “of little faith”.VWhen the gospel writers use this same
Greek word for weak (astheneo) differently, solely referring to the “sick” people that Jesus healed. The word
was typically used to describe infirmity. But Greek philosophers and poets, such as Epicetus and Horace
also used this Greek term, but they used it to contemptuously refer to people “of social and religious
inferiority.”s Perhaps this is where the Roman church picked up the use of that word, since they also used it
as discriminatory and contemptuous term.

The classification of “weak” and “strong” people can also be used in discriminatory ways today, often
reinforcing patriarchy, with anti-femme and ableist connotations. It’s ableist to reduce people to the categories
of “weak” and “strong,” whether we mean it in a physical, intellectual, emotional, or spiritual way so churches
should be wary of adopting Paul’s rhetorical usage of the terms, especially since we can choose more clear
language.

Contemporary language around growth, healing, and development also gets stuck in this “weak” and “strong”
binary. Social media is filled with viral videos from personal development content creators discouraging
people from being like the “weak’” and “weak-minded” people who are unwilling to put in the work to grow
and succeed like the strong people. In spiritual communities, we should unlearn and reject this competitive
mindset when we talk about the growth process.We can encourage growth and healing without antagonizing
others or past versions of ourselves.

To clarify, all those scriptures about God lifting up the lowly, identifying with “the least of these,” and
strengthening the weak refer to the conditions that people are subjected to by their oppressors.As a
liberation theologian, | love talking about the God who opts for the poor and oppressed, but this distinction
of the lowly can also fuel a type of elitism akin to the Roman Christians who despised their siblings and called
them “weak.” And so, even when approaching these sayings, we can talk about God strengthening the weak
without perpetuating the antagonism our culture has toward those who are physically weaker, disabled, or
thought to be weak. So, when we talk about the weak and the strong, the low and the high, and the first and
the last, we should always be prepared to approach these terms with a degree of suspicion and discernment,
lest we help perpetuate the elitist attitude that we are trying to free ourselves from.

It’s amusing to imagine a scenario where Paul was challenged on his usage of the term and he responded to
people’s groans and gasps like a typical defensive and inexperienced ally, saying “No but | meant it, like, in a
positive way.” | wonder if anyone who had been called weak in the Roman audience was unsure if they should
be offended or appreciative of Paul’s microaggressive instruction in this passage. But this isn’t the only time in
his New Testament letters that Paul gives off the same energy as an awkward new ally who's learning in real
time.

Personal - Paul’s advocacy for nonjudgmentalism would have been challenging to the Roman church, but
also to the entire culture.According to Robert Jewett, Paul’s instruction to avoid judging one another went

5 Jewett, 834.
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“against the grain of the Greco-Roman culture, whose educational system aimed to encourage informed,
critical judgments of issues and persons”. But it also was countercultural to Second Temple Judaism, “whose
community life centered on the process of judging which actions were consistent with the law and which
defined one as a sinner”.¢

Today, people tend to regard nonjudgmentalism as one of our highest virtues, even while judgmentalism is
also one of our most common vices.When we judge others we subject them to our expectations, which
typically results in disdain when they don’t measure up to them. Nonjudgmentalism frees people from our
disdain, allowing them to live without our objections. But we struggle for liberation, not tolerance. So when
it comes to the work of liberation, nonjudgmentalism doesn’t go far enough. ’'m reminded of Pope Francis’
famous plane speech in 2013, where he said, “If someone is gay and he searches for the Lord and has good
will, who am | to judge?”” But if we look at the ongoing discrimination against gay people in the Catholic
church since this statement, we can recognize that the pope’s nonjudgmentalism is ineffective.

There’s a carelessness that can fester beneath the surface of some people’s professed commitment to being
nonjudgmental. They think they’re practicing nonjudgmentalism when they’re really just practicing passivity.
They refuse to judge or condemn the identities or lifestyle of people who are discriminated against, but also
refuse to judge or condemn the people who discriminate against them.They consider the life choices of
both the oppressor and the oppressed to be none of their business. But this is a perspective that can only
be afforded to those who are privileged enough to distance themselves from the suffering of others.

So, in your personal life and in the life of your community, where have you drawn a line between a
hospitable nonjudgmentalism and a careless moral relativism that refuses to respond to suffering? How
do you know when it’s time to speak up and stand against wrong behavior! How do you know when to
hold someone accountable? Sometimes we may be afraid to articulate to our community where we draw
that line out of fear of alienating others. But that lack of clarity creates an unsafe environment for the
community. Confrontation is a blessing in a community that practices healthy accountability.

“Some judge one day to be better than another, while others judge all days to be alike,” Paul says.“Let all be
fully convinced in their own minds.” But Paul’s not advocating for carelessness or passivity in this passage.
For Paul, nonjudgmentalism is the first step toward conflict resolution, not a method for conflict avoidance.

“Why do you pass judgment on your [sibling]?”’ Paul asks.“Or you, why do you despise your [kin]? For we
will all stand before the judgment seat of God.” There’s power to the popular saying,“only God can judge
me”, and it likely originates from religious teachings like Paul’s to leave the role of judgment up to God.

It can be a liberating idea that helps us resist people’s objections to us expressing our full humanity, but
sometimes we can abuse this idea to try to evade accountability when we do harm.We may be ultimately
accountable to God, but | believe God also holds us accountable for how we practice accountability with

each other.
6 Jewett, 289.
7 https://apnews.com/general-news-7b465b60945f40deb3a68b3de742f84a
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| love this description of accountability from the Accountability Toolkit written for Christian communities by
Hannah Bowman of Christians for Abolition:

“Accountability is about how we respond when we do harm and how we grow in love and joy as we
do so. Practicing accountability means taking the fear of punishment and the sense of shame out of
the equation, so that we can honestly consider our actions and do better out of love rather than fear,
shame, or guilt.”®

How does your community talk about and live out accountability? Read through the linked Accountability
Toolkit and the other resources linked in that document to help your community further develop the skill
of accountability. Our call to welcome people into our community is a work of love that is aided by a clear
practice of accountability. Accountability aids, not obstructs, our mission to welcome and embrace people in

our community.

Words for inspiration:

Continue perusing the Accountability Toolkit from Christians for Abolition

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

A Cooler Future Means a World With Less Pavement

‘The heat will eat you up’: homeless in New Orleans on the hottest days in its history
Denver to pay $4.7M over claims curfew targeted George Floyd protesters

A crackdown on ‘woke’ coverage is tearing Atlanta magazine apart

Swami Prabhupada: Founder Of Hare Krishna Movement, And A Virulent Racist, Anti-Semite

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

8 https://christiansforabolition.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Accountability-Toolkit.pdf
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https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2023/aug/31/new-orleans-homeless-residents-extreme-heat
https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2023/08/29/denver-george-floyd-protests-settlement/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/media/2023/08/30/atlanta-magazine-woke-culture-war-sean-mcginnis/
https://www.ibtimes.com/swami-prabhupada-founder-hare-krishna-movement-virulent-racist-anti-semite-1412102
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