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TEXTS

November 12, 2023

Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-25

Psalm 78:1-7

Wisdom of Solomon 6:12-16
Amos 5:18-24

Wisdom of Solomon 6:17-20
Psalm 70

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18
Matthew 25:1-13

What links the texts this week?

The Divine seems to be asserting their supremacy over and over in these texts. It is the Divine who
makes commands and decrees for the commonwealth of the people. The Divine makes silly geese of
enemies who threaten Her beloveds. The Divine exercises authority over who is included and
excluded in a liberated community. This can cause us to become concerned that our Creator seeks
to dominate and oppress with this unparalleled power, but when this power is juxtaposed with that
of earthy conquerors who think themselves divine, we can take comfort in our Great Vindicator’s
presence being one of justice, redemption, and reversal for all who are targeted in this life.

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

Call to worship
Gentleness, gentleness, gentleness—we beg!

As in what is required to rock a baby to sleep.
As in what is needed to wash the hair of an elder.
As in how we tip-toe to the window to look up at the moon.

Gentle God, you take our face between your palms,

kiss our forehead, and witness our story.

You show us how to have reverence for universe of another’s life
and treat beloveds with tender care.

Opening Prayer

We long to undo what cannot be undone—the lives that should go on living. We want to dream back the
homes full of photographs, the coffee still in the pot, a cat sleeping on asill, a child making a birthday card.
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We want to breathe back to life the hospitals where people would get well. Rubble has been made out of
ordinary beauty, anguish has been made where there should be life. Do not leave your people languishing,
Oh God. May all outlive the violence waged against them. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Yes, yes, even seemingly meager offerings become much when offered like dandelion seeds to the wind,
taking flight with all the other seeds of change. Let us release to the community what is ours to offer.

Prayer of Dedication

Holy Spirit, may our collected seeds of solidarity float high enough to clear fences, walls, and even armed
check-points, that resources may be used to heal the living and honor the dead. May we, together, bloom a
world of gentleness and care. Amen.

Benediction

May your grief be honored

and your anger have a safe place to land,

that gentleness, too, may reside in your heart.

For the way of the Living God moves not like a missile,
but like the sunrise glowing pink on the horizon,

like a hand reaching for another hand.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How does your spiritual tradition discuss God as bridegroom? Is this image helpful for people impacted
by misogyny and patriarchy? Can you think of ways to speak of the divine that are more affirming of
marginalized genders?

* How can your spiritual community organize and support members who are disadvantaged by not fitting
into a traditional nucelar family?

* If you are coupled, how often do you open your home to unfamilied people? If you are single, do you
have trusted connections in your support system that you could form a chosen family with?
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Application

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

Cosmic - I'm not saying that I'm against sensual God...If God wants to enter my life in Their sexy little angels’
silk negligee, veins protruding from under the sheer fabric ready to do a mighty work in me, I’'m surprisingly
okay with that. Mary was, and she’d be a dope metamour to have in the eternal kin-dom. But if the Cosmic
Supreme is going to be any lover of mine, that passive hostility towards my bridesmaids would not be tolerated.
It’s giving way more cruel than dom, and makes me question why the scriptures have use for such a coarse
(bordering misogynistic) portrayal of God as our partner?

To understand the author’s unsavory selections for the Big Bae’s character development, there are a couple

of parables surrounding this one we can mine for clues.To my pretend shock and genuine discomfort, the
other two parables portray God as an enslaver. Please do not expect any descendent of the enslaved to give a
single country-fried fuck that the slavery in this time was “better” because the parables will make you sound
buffoonish. Some folks will be ready to discard the text right here, and it’s our job as healers not to take that as
a personal attack. No one is obligated to redeem the text, but for those of us with deep attachments to it, we
can examine these concerning parables with hope that Matthean Jesus has a really good reason for suggesting a
slaveowning God.

The first parable offers considerable insight to frame the other two. God is portrayed as the most powerful
party. Next in line is a wise slave who holds some power over his would-be peers.There is also a wicked slave
who is just a rhetorical foil of sorts for the wise slaves, but as a separate character, has enough power that his
victims aren’t able to overpower him.At the bottom of this parable’s power analysis are the victims, who not
only could be denied food, but can be subject to harsh beatings and abuse from the narrative’s wicked slave.
The extreme punishment is reserved for the wicked who fails to equitably distribute resources and abuses the
least powerful. Now | know a slave parable didn’t just start to preach for a second!

So let’s slide down to the third parable. God is the oppressor yet again and this question regarding the
stewardship of resources returns as a thematic continuation. In this case, though, the resource is to be invested
and increased.While the wise steward ensures a significant return, the wicked steward doesn’t even do enough
labor to compensate his own food and wine since he does only what his “employer” could have easily done
himself. Is the parable telling us not to be lazy workers? Hold those capitalist Christian horses just a moment.

Let’s mosey back to our selectively Benevolent Babydaddy in this bridesmaid parable. Five bridesmaids have
also failed to manage their resources wisely, inspiring Big Boo’s neglect at the tale’s conclusion.The parable’s
contemporary listeners, however, would have known not to take references to resources so literally. The

oil in the parable would have served as a metaphor for righteousness and good works - think anointing. This
would mean that the five failed bridesmaids and the faulty steward aren’t just irresponsible in their handling
of a resource, they’re actually morally bankrupt just like the minced overseer in the first parable. This changes
everything!
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In two of these examples, people with horrible character are allegorized among the more powerful in
the parables, but never more powerful than our Divine Darling who sees to their swift humbling every
time. God’s role as an ostensibly oppressive force in these narratives is a tongue-in-cheek reversal as our
Creator only lords over the shitstains who rule earth with voracious violence.This reversal has our God
glaring down with fire in Their still-loving eyes growling to our abusers,“I’'m yo daddy now!”

Structural - A slaveowner, a bridegroom, and an absentee landlord/slaveowner. A most curious lineup of
main characters.That parabolic technique of writing God as oppressors is extremely effective in the way
“He” becomes such a familiar figure in a contradictory and potentially off-putting manner that only further
seduces the marginalized listener.

The other two parables introduce their most powerful antiheroes as clearer examples of oppressors -
that awareness was probably as varied among the original hearers as it is in our current age. After all,
these dominating roles were just as widely accepted then as that of a CEO today (selah).These aren’t
even unfamiliar portrayals for the divine since God being “Master” and “Lord” have always fit into this
framework. So too, the bridegroom is not a departure from inserting Creator into an oppressive role
because that bridegroom would become the “man” or “master” or “lord” of the household and supervisor
over all of its affairs - including land, chattel, slaves, offspring, and the wife or wives who were not far
from being property themselves. The role of the husband was inherently oppressive in this patriarchy-
drenched context regardless of how much he loved his wife because systems and institutions are, by
design, exponentially more powerful than individuals. Even the most loving, seemingly egalitarian Proverbs
31 or Ephesians 5 marriage leaves the husband with the power to benefit from all of the advantages the
patriarchal institution offer him and fails to dismantle the subjugation inherent in the “household” model.

It is most comfortable to maintain that the proper reforms can liberate the household from the nefarious
schemes of capital. As with the infamous Proverbs 3| woman, there were wealthy women who presumably
owned land or at least made decisions for the affairs of their estate. Now, there are even more landowning
women who exercise a great deal of agency in their own enterprises regardless of their marital status.

This apparent “equality” that allows some advantaged women to act as heads of their own households is

a white feminist’s fallacy of freedom that still leaves poor brown, black, immigrant women managing their
less desired domestic and manufacturing labor here and overseas. In the same way that wives became
feudal household serfs after the French Revolution, a new underclass of maker-caregivers was developed
under capitalism to free monied women from the confines of their homes. In “Women, The State, And The
Family,” E. Moraletat exposes the profit-mongering origins of the “family” as we know it.

“The ‘privatization’ of the family, and the model for the bourgeois family, were enforced by the State.
Indeed, the State implemented laws and policies that worked directly to mold families. These policies
were put into practice by the government, and public, private, secular, and religious agencies who were
all directly influenced by the State.The State functioned as a centralizing force (and also as a source of
funding and services for those private organizations).All these resources were provided to regulate,
supervise, and control the working class.”
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Historical evidence confirms that the modern family is still political, and we would do ourselves and our
marginalized siblings an enormous disloyalty to allow sentimentality to interfere with necessary scrutiny

of a vector of oppression in which the familied remain at an unmerited advantage.The nuclear family has a
tendency to monopolize care, thereby neglecting those beyond its insular, “private” concerns. According to
the National Alliance to End Homelessness, “most of the people who experience homelessness are single

adults.” The institution of marriage manufactures the expectation that those of us who remain single must
either be dependents or completely independent. Capitalism neither formally recognizes nor supports
interdependence apart from the nuclear family.

This is far from an anti-love manifesto. By queering the structure of the family to make room in our homes
for our chosen siblings, our wayfaring cousins, the wisdom-keeping elders, local kiddos who are inadequately
parented, and the always-bridesmaids, these unfamiliar prophets will be lifted from their outcast status to
enjoy intimate bonds as a protected class. The gaping holes where some of our emergency contacts should
be reveals our dire need for protection. In response, we can collectively choose for our love to be more
liberated than confined to a nuclear family. The interdependent collectives of kindered care like those of

the early Christians are not beyond our reach. Our divestment from the nuclear family is a commitment to
ensuring the abundance of the wedding feast can be made available to all.

Interpersonal - Always a bridesmaid...

Aside from singleness being isolating, it was portrayed as lethal in girls’ stories and in scripture. Snow white’s
evil single stepmother tried to murder her for being pretty and eligible. Cinderella needed to seduce the
prince to save her from her abusive single stepmother. Sleeping beauty was bewitched into a coma by an

evil single queen. Belle - perhaps the second most promising of Disney princesses after Mulan - may have
enjoyed a life of singleness until the writers decided to afflict her with the absolute sickest case of “stockholm
syndrome” (which isn’t a real disorder, by the way). Jasmine essentially needed a sugardaddy to save her from
a demon lord. If | get into Pocahontas or Tiana, we'll be here until none of our lamps have oil left - their
“love” stories are uncoincidentally the worst of all (bizarre messages to send to Indigenous and Black girls).
Likewise, single women in scripture were often interpreted as evil and/or were facing death (sometimes
both). Has this marriage supremacy improved over time? Michele Barrett and Mary Mclntosh, authors of The
Anti-social Family aren’t so quick to entertain that notion of progress.

“The new marriage is seen as being both romantic and companionate — an impossible fusion, some
would say — certainly a less stable form than the older, overtly male-dominated and more prosaic tie. It
still produces couples who have a mystic bond, whose relationship is accepted as something special and
beyond question.They easily slip into living as a social duo, each the ‘better half’ of the other, each only
a half person, and often in a state of hostile dependency, resentful over the failings of a partner who is
essential to them. Perhaps all couple relationships have this tendency, but marriage dignifies, privileges
and romanticizes the couple.”

Our husbands are phantoms haunting us from our predestined futures even before our birth.Through
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cultural expectations, they prowl our psyches groaning sweetened disparagements that chisel away at our
sense of self, suggesting that we should not experience personal integration apart from their carceral love
and conditional companionship.“Be submissive.” “Be ladylike.” “Make sure you can cook and clean.” “Take
pride in your appearance.” “Act like a wife.” It's no wonder that Christian girlies are notorious for marrying
young. For most people in the US, your wedding day is the only day aside from your funeral when all of your
loved ones are expected to gather to celebrate you. Being happily single is a miraculous feat when we'’re
taught that to be uncoupled is to be alone, endangered, and/or a danger to society.

This contempt is not only propagandized by the media that targets young girls - this media also reflects the
historical and persisting condition of vulnerability that afflicts working class single women. Our desire to
be partnered is not solely due to some personal esteem deficit as many of us are led to believe. Even with
astounding technological advancements, the labor and capital requirements to fund, operate, and maintain

a modern household can overburden a single person in late-stage capitalism where wages have stagnated
against apocalyptic housing prices.While loneliness certainly is a phenomenon worth concern in itself, it is
often overlaid with implicit threats of insecurity.

According to a fact sheet by the National Partnership for Women and Families, “Median wages for Black
women in the US are $36,303 per year.” In my relatively inexpensive city, it takes about a 47k salary to
afford a non-slummy ONE-bedroom.That’s before said salary has provided for relatives or children or made
the student loan payments that disproportionately burden Black women.While we're trying to manage
adulthood alone and on a single, often low wage, our sense of community begins to erode as our friends
move away or understandably become invested (or, less understandably, consumed) with their partners and
household.There are only so many times you can try to make plans or invite yourself over before you start
feeling like the bridesmaid locked out of the banquet hall.

This isn’t because women and fems were designed to marry and/or be wives. It’'s because the state chooses
to deincentivize single, unobligated femmehood. And as | leave space for authentic and non-coerced desire
for romantic companionship, the programming remains so pervasive that it would be impossible to prove.
Even still, our most valiant desires for romantic and sexual intimacy feel like a game of make-believe when
every romantic connection has the weighty expectation of life partnership. Any connection not intended
to last forever is viewed as an irresponsible choice for cultivating stability and longevity in one’s home and
social life. Sharing life and experience with someone who isn’t a spouse is devalued without an expectation
of permanence (which the church-state must officiate, apparently).

Meanwhile, a friend of mine is immersed in her calling to foster multiple children while single. Another just
successfully completed a career change to follow her passion. Another single TMA friend started an etsy
shop for his art and is joyously overwhelmed with orders. Another assists her mom at home and is deeply
involved with her family. Another is pastoring at one of the area’s oldest and most historic Black churches.
As it stands, this “country’s” current dwelling and fiscal structures aren’t designed for us raggedy disciples to
join forces as an interdependent commune. Unfortunately for the state, we have more than enough radical
ingenuity to challenge the state-sponsored narrative that our singleness condemns us to lives of isolation

and precarity.VWe must assert that intimacy, community, and mutual support belong to us regardless of our
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relationship status. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.

Sources

Michele Barrett and Mary Mclntosh, The Anti Social Family. Verso Books
Moraletat, E. (2005). “Women, the State, and the Family”. (n.p.): Zabalaza Books.

Words for inspiration:

“I fall in love with myself. And | want someone to share it with me. | want someone to share
me, with me.”

- Eartha Kitt

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Gaza’s civil defence forced to leave hundreds of victims under rubble

The Senate Condemns Student Groups As Backlash To Pro-Palestinian Speech Grows
The New Cold War in the Arctic
Paid Family Leave up for vote in Ml; advocates say it’s long overdue

Israel freezes tax revenues for Palestinian Authority

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

Casey Overton (she/they) is a radical communications strategist and
spiritual activist who is deeply vested in the development of healing
cultures. They are the editor of “Liturgy that Matters”, an enfleshed
publication. She also serves as the associate director of communica-
tions for an organization that supports organizing and advocacy for
housing justice. As a multispiritual worker, they love being immersed
in cooperative interfaith dialogue while creating restorative space for
those marginalized within or beyond faith institutions. She’s also an
amateur poet, nap-taker, and time-bender. She resides in the stolen
Powhatan lands now called Richmond, VA. Follow her on Facebook
and Twitter for more content and updates!

Rev. Molly Bolton (she/they) is a spiritual director, hospital chaplain,
and poet who lives in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina
with her partner, baby, and a tuxedo cat. She engages poetry as a tool
for liberative spiritual care in clinical, ecclesiastical, and community
settings.

Molly holds a Master of Divinity from Wake Forest School of Divinity
and a Diploma in the Art of Spiritual Direction from San Francisco
Theological Seminary. She was trained as a chaplain at Cleveland Clinic
and is ordained in the United Church of Christ.

Hikes with stream crossings, feminist romance novels, and porch-

sits with beloveds are a few of their favorite things. Find them at
revmollybolton.com and on insta @mijbolton. 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

© 2023 enfleshed



https://www.facebook.com/caseyovertonprofessional
https://twitter.com/CaseyOverton1

-_ November 1 2, 2023 I
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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