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TEXTS

October 15, 2023

Exodus 32:1-14
Psalm 106:1-6, 19-23
Isaiah 25:1-9

Psalm 23

Philippians 4:1-9
Matthew 22:1-14

What links the texts this week?

And what if God isn’t a protector? What if we are left to our own devices or the wicked devices of
our enemies! What if it seems that God Themself has turned against us? We are divine enough to
change God’s mind. We can meet the divine on the mountaintop to ask more of Them. We can let
Them know that we will not accept retribution, only refuge. We need not bend to authority for struc-
ture’s sake. We must exercise our own authority even if wider society may not acknowledge it. We
may seat ourselves at the feasting table even if we were not invited. We may act with an awareness of
our power even when we find ourselves face to face with divinity.

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

Call to Worship

Beloved community, let us assemble with purpose
In the presence of God, let us find grounding and renewal

We embrace the holy gift of joy, both personal and political
Joy connects us to each other

Joy calls us to build a better world

Joy keeps our hearts open and alive

A friend to righteous anger and determination
A companion in sorrow and struggle

Let us worship the One who is Joy, for They sustain and uphold us
Opening prayer

Spirit of Life, grant us the discernment to distinguish between shallow positivity and the riches of joy that

surround us: Joy that neither shies away from pain nor pacifies us with short-term distraction. But joy that
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gives us the courage to face the struggles of our shared lives with the sustenance we need. May laughter
and pleasure, beauty and the freedom you have given us be a source of strength, empathy, and creativity in
all we do. Amen.

Invitation to offering

God has enabled us to hold multiple truths at once: There is so much to be grateful for. And there are
many evil forces bearing down on life. We honor joy. We honor pain. We let them coexist. With gratitude
for the God who meets us where we are, let us bring our gifts together.

Prayer of dedication

Holy One, we often feel like we have to choose between remaining attuned to the pain of the world
around us and keeping our spirits afloat. Between being serious about our convictions and accessing ease
and delight. You, O God, promise us a more integrated way. Teach us how to protect the full breadth of
our humanity and that of our neighbors. That the full spectrum of life may flourish. Amen.

Benediction

Without joy as a foundation,
labors of love and liberation can grow stale, lifeless, and bitter.

We can begin to betray the very dreams we seek.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How does your faith community or religious tradition respond to disagreements? Are theological
disagreements met with openness! How can your leadership cultivate a safe space for folks to disagree
with spiritual authority?

* Are faith leaders and those in the pulpit able to relate to struggles known amongst congregants? How
can your faith community be supported at their own or similar intersections?

* In a burning world, where can we find joy that doesn’t come at the expense of others? What joyful
practices are embodied in your community?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him).

Cosmic - When Paul instructs the church to think about things that are true, honorable, just, pure, pleasing,
commendable, excellent, and praiseworthy, he may sound like a positivity mindset coach to modern Western
audiences. But is Paul really teaching the power of positive thinking? Or is there something deeper going

on here? To get a full picture of Paul’s rhetoric across his letters, we must consider Paul’s Greco-Roman
philosophical influence. Growing up as a Hellenized Jew in Tarsus, Paul’s education would have been just as
Greco-Roman as it was Jewish. In Paul’s letter to the Philippians, we see the way that Paul was influenced by
popular stoic philosophy of the time.

The stoics taught how to cultivate an inner state of tranquility so that you can maintain an indifference to good
or bad circumstances. From this perspective, joy isn’t based on pleasurable experiences, rather it’s a byproduct
of aligning your thoughts and actions with virtue. Popular stoic philosopher, Seneca, wrote in a consolation to
his friend, “This you must do before all else, my dear Lucilius, learn how to rejoice.”" Like Paul, Seneca taught to
distinguish the things that matter and to take joy from those things.

Paul’s letter also resembles the stoic literary format of consolation letters, which weren’t intended to send
sympathy, as we do when we console others.“Ancient consolers,” religion scholar, Paul A. Holloway explains
in Consolation in Philippians,*“were by no means unsympathetic to those afflicted with grief; however, they
understood their primary task to be not one of sharing in the grief of others, but one of removing that grief
by rational argument and frank exhortation.”> Consolation, in the ancient Greco-Roman sense, was a way of
“combating grief through rational means.” Paul’s instruction to think about a list of virtues is also reminiscent
of an Epicurean consolation method used by the stoics, “avocatio-revocatio, consolation by turning one’s mind
away from (avocatio) what is painful and to (revocatio) what is pleasant.’*

Paul is teaching the Philippians how to practice a joy that isn’t based on circumstances.And this practice is
exemplified by his own ability to rejoice while in prison. If Paul can learn how to choose to be joyful now
instead of delaying his joy until he’s free, then the Philippian church can learn to stop delaying their joy until he’s
free too. For Paul, choosing joy now, in the midst of suffering, is central to life in Christ.

What separates Paul from the Stoics is the source of the state of tranquility that they found.“Paul is obviously
not speaking of the same things as the Stoics,” Troels Enberg-Pedersen says in his informative book on the
subject, Paul and the Stoics. “Where he speaks of Christ, they speak of reason.Where he works with the notion
of another world in the most massively concrete sense of this that one can imagine, the Stoics definitely did

1 Paul A. Holloway, Consolation in Philippians: Philosophical Sources and Rhetorical Strategy (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2004), 82.

2 Holloway, 1.

3 Holloway, 2.

4 Holloway, 150.
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not.” Paul’s self-sufficient state of tranquility is found through the gift of “the peace of God”.

Think about your own life.What do you find to be true, honorable, just, pure, pleasing, commendable,
excellent, or praiseworthy? The peace of God is experienced through our interactions with those things.
This is why we’re able to feel the presence of God through things like cooking, gardening, working, dancing,
eating, going on strike, having sex, and living life to the fullest with the people you love.There’s the joy that
those activities bring us, but there’s also the joy that sustains us in and out of those activities. The type of
mindset that Paul advocates for in this passage is a way of protecting that joy.

Structural - The typical biblical commentary on the mysterious disagreement among Euodia and
Syntyche usually goes no further than highlighting these two as examples of women in early Christian
ministry, co-struggling with Paul for the gospel. However, Biblical scholar Joseph A. Marchal calls attention

to the gendered dynamics at play when Paul seeks “unity through conformity to his way of thinking and the
accompanying obedience.” Paul uses his status to command them to think as he thinks,and commands a
(probably male) “loyal companion”, (who seems to have enough authority in the community to need not be
named) to handle the situation and “help these women” (the Greek for “help” here is syllambano, which can
also mean seize).“It is apparent,” Marchal says, “that (Paul at least thinks) he is not on such stable and similar
grounds with Euodia and Syntyche.””

As significant co-ministers of Paul, Euodia and Syntyche may also have been respected leaders in the
Philippian community who had different theological or ecclessial perspectives than Paul. Countering the
theory that Euodia and Syntyche were part of Paul’s missionary team, Mary Rose D’Angelo suggests,“They
may in fact have been independent of Paul, as Apollos seems to have been in Corinth.” She likens them to
other female ministry partners mentioned in the New Testament, like Tryphena and Tryphosa, mentioned in
Paul’s benediction in Romans, and Martha and Mary of the gospels.

Perhaps Euodia and Syntyche’s disagreement was a disagreement they had with Paul rather than with each
other, as this passage is typically interpreted. In Corinthian Women Prophets, Antionette Wire reconstructs
the women Paul mentions based on his rhetoric , and she makes an enlightening point that can be applied
to these women as well:*“on whatever points Paul’s persuasion is insistent and intense, showing he is not
merely confirming their agreement but struggling for their assent, one can assume some different and
opposite point of view in Corinth from the one Paul is stating.”

Whether Euodia and Syntyche had disagreements with each other or not, Paul is certainly urging them to
set aside the differences they have with him by urging them to be of the same mind. Paul referencing a same

5 Troels Enberg-Pedersen, Paul and the Stoics: (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2000), 102-103.

6 Joseph A. Marchal, “Euo,” in The People beside Paul: The Philippian Assembly and History From Below, ed. Joseph A.
Marchal (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2015), 165.

7 Marchal, 166.

8 Mary Rose D’Angelo, “Women Partners in the New Testament,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 6, no. 1 (1990):
76. http://www.jstor.org/stable/25002123.

9 Antoinette Clark Wire, The Corinthian Women Prophets: A Reconstruction through Paul’s Rhetoric (Eugene: Wipf &

Stock Pub, 2003), 9.
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mind “in the Lord” is also telling, as he is using his oft-repeated patriarchal metaphor for the body of Christ as
subordinate members of a household conforming in obedience to the lord of the household. Compare this
verse to Phil 2:2 where Paul gives the same instruction to the entire community, to “be of the same mind”,
but doesn’t add “in the Lord”. He simply says, “be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord
and of one mind.” The metaphor of the church as a patriarchal household could have been more conceptually
fitting here since he’s speaking to the community, but Paul employs it with Euodia and Syntyche as an
explicitly hierarchical gesture, subordinating them under both God and himself.

From inside his prison cell, Paul finds reason to be joyful,and he encourages the Philippian church to share
that joy. Paul’s consolation and encouragement for the community is given out of solidarity, but for Euodia and
Syntyche, Paul’s encouragement is paired with the exclusion of difference. And when encouragement excludes
difference, it hardly feels like much of an encouragement.

I’'m reminded of how general encouragement can feel different, depending on who it comes from. For
example, when someone encourages you to think about good things while you're struggling, it feels different
when it comes from someone who shares your struggle, compared to when it comes from someone who

is ignorant of your struggle as a result of their privilege. The latter can feel like a dismissal of your struggle.
When we feel like our struggle is adequately acknowledged then it’s easier to make space for the potential of
changing things.

Interpersonal - Reading about Paul finding joy in prison made me wonder about my dad’s time in prison
in his early 20s as a gang member. | asked him how he found hope when he was in prison. He told me about
how he became grateful for things that may seem little but are so much heavier when you're in a situation
like that. He was grateful that he wasn’t killed, and that he never overdosed, or experienced some other fate
that he saw his friends and family go through.And he talked about being grateful that his family was surviving
without him being there.That part especially made me think of Paul. Seeing the gospel continue to be spread
without him was one of Paul’s biggest reasons to rejoice.

My dad raised me as a Christian, but he didn’t become religious until years after his time in prison.And yet,
he said, for some reason, he always had an ability to be optimistic. But his optimism was born out of necessity.
His mom died when he was a child and his dad buried himself in work to avoid the grief. My dad’s brother
was killed when they were teenagers, among several other friends he lost to gang violence over the years.

He had to learn how to be self-sufficient from an early age, physically and emotionally. So when he arrived in
prison at 20 years old and saw men more than twice his age who were justifiably tormented by pain, he knew
optimism was his only option. It was either that, or “a nervous breakdown” he told me. Unfortunately, he also
used his optimism to suppress trauma that he has spent the rest of his life processing, but his optimism is also
a tool he’s grateful for because it helped him survive.

My dad told me when he started going to church and told people about this optimistic attitude that’s helped
him throughout his life, church people didn’t like him using that word, optimism. Maybe they wanted him to
use a more spiritual word, like faith. Maybe they thought his optimism was naive. | laughed when he told

me they didn’t like that, and | said, “It’s probably because they’ve never been to prison.” They’re unfamiliar

with optimism as a tool for survival. That kind of aversion toward optimism can only come from a place of
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privilege.

The type of positivity—or hope, or optimism, or joy—we need is one that embraces the full spectrum of
human emotion.We can hold tension between gratitude and grief, between love and hate, and between
joy and anger without suppressing any emotions. | like how artist Austin Klein explained this tension in

his work:“l am angered by so much in the world, but then ’'m extremely curious about what the opposite
might be. | seek out the opposite of what angers me, and | try to amplify it in my work.’"

It can feel impossible to keep your thoughts on Paul’s list of good things, because it seems impossible to
keep your mind on any specific thing all day every day. It may be more helpful to think of this practice as
providing a direction for our thoughts, as opposed to a rule for the exact thoughts to keep in our heads at
all times.We must think and feel whatever demands to be thought and felt within us, but we can choose
a direction for our thoughts and feelings at the same time.VWe can feel and express every single one of
our negative emotions while also transforming them into good work. | like how bell hooks describes this
process: “if we think of anger as compost, we think of it as energy that can be recycled in the direction

of our good. It is an empowering force. If we don’t think about it that way, it becomes a debilitating and
destructive force.”"

Give yourself permission to rejoice.You don’t need to put it off until you think you’ll have a legitimate
reason to. Paul says,“Rejoice in the Lord always; again | will say, Rejoice.” Perhaps Paul says it twice because
he knew he needed to say it a second time in response to any objections we have after hearing it the first
time. Let’s use this instruction as a mantra.Tell yourself to rejoice. And respond to any objection that arises
within you, “again | will say, Rejoice.” Repeat it to yourself as many times as you need.“But | can’t rejoice
yet!” you may argue. Repeat again, “Rejoice.” Even now. Rejoice.

Words for inspiration:

“The sharing of joy, whether physical, emotional, psychic, or intellectual, forms a bridge between the shar-
ers which can be the basis for understanding much of what is not shared between them, and lessens the
threat of their difference.”

- Audre Lorde

10 https://janeratcliffe.substack.com/p/not-too-weird-to-be-popular
1" https://archive.nytimes.com/opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/12/10/bell-hooks-buddhism-the-beats-and-loving-black-
ness/index.html
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

School days are incompatible with parents’ work day, and kids are not getting enough sleep
U.N. experts allege systemic racism and rights abuses in U.S. prisons

African Power & Politics In Cuba’s La Marina Neighborhood

Xavier University of Louisiana adds Black studies major

Christian Socialists Are Reclaiming Faith from the Right

[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.

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.
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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.
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