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TEXTS

October 29, 2023

Deuteronomy 34:1-12
Psalm 90:1-6, 13-17
Leviticus 19:1-2, 15-18
Psalm 1

1 Thessalonians 2:1-8
Matthew 22:34-46

What links the texts this week?

The selections offer us a glimpse of various ethnicities cultures joining together to form what would
later be recorded as a common people of Israel. They contain residues of this peoples’ forcible
settlement into lands that were already inhabited. We know of great oppression and persecution
faced by a supposed chosen in the lands that were allegedly God-given. Did God also give the land to
the Romans? So we honor our Palestinian Christ who journeys with those who are most at risk under
empire. We hold close the Palestinian Jew who, like prophets before him, knew that salvation is not in
the land, but in solidarity with those the regime renders most disposable. Thier cries and praises can
question why God has forsaken them in one shaking breath. We remember that God weeps from the
river to the sea.

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

Call to worship

In mystery and material, God takes shape among us
In flesh that hungers, aches, and longs
In lands and people, tears and rage

God is not a distant concept, abstracted from our lives
God is close, intimate, as present as our breath

And yet, this Holy Mystery resists our rational constraints
God is the questions with which we wrestle

They are the strange and unexplainable

God is an invitation toward the unknown

Let Divine Imagination come and birth new paradigms of life

Opening prayer


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

Divine Wisdom, we can grow so accustomed to our orthodoxies - with a sure senses of static right and
wrong. We can get comfortable with someone else telling us what to believe about God, each other,
ourselves, and the world. Though we need boundaries to feel safe, we know, too, the dangers of those in
power dictating the borders of our ideas, morality, or practices. May we be brave enough to linger with
what arises when we find ourselves at the edges of familiarity, ready to explore new landscapes of belief.
May our hearts and minds be open. Amen.

Invitation to prayer

As a community, we seek to earnestly support one another in wrestling, in questioning, in seeking deeper
wisdoms. We acknowledge the forces of dominance that seek to confine and restrict our perspectives.
Let us bring what we have together for the sacred work of pursuing mystery, intuition, and creative
speculation.

Prayer of dedication

Divine Disrupter, bless these offerings to the work of change, transformation, and imagination. Support us
in sifting through all we have inherited - spiritually, culturally, institutionally. May we recognize the gifts to
take forward. May we release the evils that need shedding. That we may be a part of turning the world in a
new direction, reaching toward what liberates, what decolonizes, what leaves no one behind. Amen.

Benediction

Dear ones, we don’t have to keep telling the same old stories

The ones that leave us weeping and unsatisfied

The ones written by those who have all they need and more

There are other stories to tell

Other mysteries to seek

Other patterns to weave between us

God, the Source of Radical Imagination, does not fear change as we do.
They accompany us from this space toward every opening

that leads to lands of flourishing in body, spirit, and mind
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  Where does your spiritual community create environments that arouse and engage mystery? How can
you foster communal comfort with perplexing, good questions even when they may not have satisfying
answers?

* In what ways mighy your community defy and underming artificial borders? Where are the lines of
separation in your neighborhood? How can you challenge or subvert these lines?

* How can you lovingly respond to the caring-yet-feaful silences of people who know the dangers of
subversive speak? What resources does your tradition have for those fearful fo how the status quo may
respond to a changed, more locing world?

Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Grey Oletsa (they/she).

Cosmic - In verses 42-46 of this passage, Jesus has a curious conversation with the Pharisees. He asks them
to share their perspective on the saviour they’re waiting for, and they point him back to the lineage of David.
Jesus uses this lineage to invite further curiosity, musing why David would refer to his own descendant as his
“lord” This passage ends by saying that no one answered his question, and this event put a stop to fellow re-
ligious leaders engaging Jesus with questions. Pondering on this effect, | see a missed opportunity. From my
perspective, when we come to God with our questions and when we engage with Their questions in turn, we
often unearth a deeper relationship with the divine.When we are willing to be curious, confounded, or even
mystified, that is the place where we find God.

It is easy and simpler to explain an experience we have with a person as opposed to a deity. The personified
God is one who many Christians relate to. Maybe they aren’t able to describe God in physical terms if they
would be asked but, they likely know God as a person. Evangelical Christianity attaches God’s personhood
to values like white supremacy, patriarchy, as well as Christian supremacy, so these values limit the range of
experience for people who worship this “God” or this personification of God. It is difficult for people who
understand God through this lens to allow mystery and curiosity to be a part of their experience.

Mystery and curiosity require space to breathe - space for multiple perspectives, space for emotion, and even
the space to be wrong.When it comes to an understanding of God and even the spiritual realm, colonial ideas
have framed anything outside of American Christianity as murky, shark-infested waters. Anything outside of
White Christianity is flagged for its foreign nature alone, this alienness used to exaggerate the possible harms
and allegedly problematic leanings of these “new frontiers”.| say new frontiers because this is how colonial
Christianity sees mystery: as something to be conquered, as a location where value must be extracted in order
to uphold the authority of white supremacy as well as Christian supremacy.While it is possible to encounter
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deception and harm in any religious framework, indigenous or not, the framing of every other religion
outside of Christianity as dangerous or deceptive has caused even people within the Church to approach
their own personal experience of spirituality with fear and suspicion.Whereas the Pharisees may have
shied away from questioning due to the tense political setting and the threatening presence of Roman
imperialism, Christianity today exerts the weight of control, while shunning the responsibility of care
through honestly engaging with the difficult questions our personal experiences bring to our relationship
with God.

A personal experience is a mystical thing.VWhether you journal about it or share it with a friend, it remains
within the realm of something you experienced or perceived from your unique space on Earth in time.The
mysticism of these experiences are magnified when we begin to interface with our personal experiences
with God.With the whitemalegod of White Christianity pushing us into enmity with our mysteries, it seems
that the only perspective which receives space and grace is the one that never challenges the authority

of that god.Thus, any interpretation of our personal experience with God must align with the theological
framework that perpetuates this worldview.When it does not, we're punished for being human, for being
honest, and for daring to live as though perfectionism is not among our values.

We can engage with the mysteries of God without spirituality or suspicion cast inward.We don’t have to
lean into the mystery while holding ourselves in fear. This is an assignment that requires a great amount of
gentleness and graciousness with ourselves, our circumstances, and the rate at which we're learning and
unlearning paradigms. Our entire worldview is constantly under construction and the meaning of love, who
God is as Love, and what that means in the daily living of our lives is shifting in unprecedented ways.

The manifestation of empire made people want to lean away from questions and questioning, yet the

Spirit of God invites us still to this dynamic of asking and answering, giving and receiving, being, becoming,
and discovering ourselves in every direction of time. Sometimes | wonder, if the truth is what sets us free,
why is it so scary? Why do we attach our safety to fixed ideals and narratives when the truth often has

us pressed up against the glass of an ever-changing reality? Why are the nuances of truth too velvety and
heavy to be comfortably held or lied under? If we could tolerate the heavy, humid atmosphere of the space
between questions and their answers, maybe we would find God there.

Structural - There’s something so wonderful about the words of Jesus when he says that the second
commandment he gives in Matthew 22:37 is like the first. And that in this dynamic everything found
within the law and the prophets is fulfilled or hinged upon. Many people focus on the neighbor’s identity
or on how to inspire love towards them. But | am particularly drawn to the breaking down of hierarchical
relationship, the reframing of the lens in which our love for our neighbor is part and parcel and our return
to the fulfillment of God’s vision for Her world.

Having touched on the way personal experiences with God have been impacted through the dominance
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of white supremacy in Christianity, this reality is magnified when we look at this process and its impact on
our relationship through the lens of political structures. Looking through the Scriptures, God’s love through
people who claim relationship with Her has been necessarily expressed to people who were oppressed
within the dominant framework.Yet, to restore justice and truth to the relational space, the oppressed had to
receive the same kind of love and honor that the people who had centered themselves as God’s children or
God’s chosen reserved for themselves.

Devotion to God is often portrayed as a devotion to the highest ideals of morality.Yet, it is this same
devotion that is cited by governments infringing on the freedom of the oppressed. How many governments
cite the fear of God as a reason to pass queerphobic legislation? How many organizations list God’s love
among their motivations, only to create norms within their structures that negatively affect the wellbeing of
BIPOC workers within their ranks? Why is it that professed devotion to God is used as a permission slip to
pursue agendas that are outside of the scope of devotion to God?

One reason | believe Jesus equates the two commandments is because he anticipates the nature of the
oppressive powerful to create borders. In creating Others and justifying the creation of these Others
through the division of land along imaginary lines, especially through imperialist violence, institutions release
themselves from the responsibility to love Others as self. In fact, to claim the fulfillment of the responsibility
to love Others as self, the actions of these colonial instituitions are informed by rigid paternalism and white
supremacy.

“The white fathers told us,“| think, therefore | am.” The Black mother within each of us—the poet—whispers
in our dreams:“| feel, therefore | can be free.”

—Audre Lorde, “Poetry is Not a Luxury.”

The thinking faculties of colonizers have been weaponized to give untruthful definitions to the humanity

of the oppressed. Israel calls Palestinians “human animals.” The United States and The Crown name Black
people chattel. In relocating the truth-telling activity to dreaming and feeling, Audre Lorde lends us a powerful
attitude to leverage the people whose voices these institutions silence. In the same way, when Jesus calls for
love for the neighbor as self, he inspires the lens regarding the self to expand to include the neighbor, and
consequently, the Other.

Within our political structures, regardless of where we draw those lines, we align our actions with our values.
Our values are guided by the ideals we most long to see in the world. In the work of loving God and loving
our neighbor, we are invited into the sweet spot where we really see the humanity of people and commune
with God’s divinity in one fell stroke.Accepting this invitation and living into it is not all sunshine and roses,
but it makes space for felt and realized truth, for embodied love.
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Interpersonal - In recent years, the self-love conversation has dominated the interpretation of this
portion of Scripture. People constantly point to the idea that we can only love our neighbors as deeply as
we love ourselves if this equivalence can be made through the passage.While self-love is an important and
crucial returning to the self and to the love that God wants every person to abundantly experience and
express, the ideal of self-love has the sense of being a distant point in the future. Similar to Heaven, self-
love is viewed as a reward that can only be experienced at the end of a long journey with self-loathing and
unlearning the self-concept that colonial Christianity has planted within every culture it has touched.Within
this self-concept, the self as a servant of/enslaved by capitalism, as a perpetuator of Christian supremacy,
as a site for white supremacist violence, as disembodied/dehumanized - is centered. Jesus speaks about
ancestor David, and this reaching back into a lineage is one that | believe holds a valuable key towards
embodying self-love here and now.

Especially for Black, Indigeous and People of Color, our ancestral lineages can carry much grief, unresolved
trauma, and the weight of expectations for excellence.When we think back, the names that come to mind
are either those that were carried by people who suffered greatly, people who were complicit or directly
involved in the suffering of others, or people whose greatness is attached to the ways they overcame
suffering.

Suffering is a real part of life. Ignoring it perpetuates oppression, whether that oppression lives within us
or in other people.Yet, suffering cannot be the primary focus for anyone reaching back into their ancestral
lineage for fellowship. Framing suffering as a primary focus narrows our view both of ourselves, the ones
who came before us, and the generations that will follow us. Suffering is not the purpose for our existence,
yet it seems to be a force that controls every living thing, especially in this time in history.

If suffering seems to dominate the narrative of our existence, carrying with it facts, genetic material,

and historical backing, how can we begin to move through the suffering and find something nourishing?
Imagination is a powerful source of strength; it has the capacity to take our stories and restore life into
these scenes. Imagination brings back the echoes of laughter, wonder, and cheekiness into the relationship
we have with our heaviest lineages. Imagination is our door into a greater reality, which is the spiritual
reality of connectedness.When we look through the door of imagination, we begin to see the threads of
love woven into the bodies we occupy where before only suffering was superimposed.

| use imagination to access my queer ancestors whose names | don’t know, finding them in love and safety
in the embrace of one another without an inkling of shame. | think of them speaking in fluent mother
tongue to one another and it brings comfort to this unspoken tongue that has lain dormant in my mouth
since my infant cries. | calm the itching of my tattoos, when a generation still bearing real scourging by

the whip of neocolonialism and imperialism speak on the way | show up in my skin. My compassion is
turned into a renewed commitment to show up for my world and my community with boldness, gently
approaching this strange courage bubbling up within me for the sake of my lineage. Imagination can be a
powerful access into freedom-dreaming for me. It has been the first step of many towards embodying this
liberation.
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Imagination works with some ancestors, but what about the ones who still move around us, both biological
and archetypal? As Jesus introduces his ideas on power and the hierarchical overthrow happening between
David and “his son,” | find myself challenging the ideas my living ancestors (or what most traditions call
elders, like parents, grandparents or people from the generations before my own who have not passed on
or elevated to the realm of ancestorhood) hold sacred, investigating them to expose the erring of certain
political landscapes and the forms of oppression they have survived only through erring. And sometimes,
when a question of mine pushes too close into discomfort, the kindest way some of these conversations
end is in silent contemplation, shortly followed by a light twist into more sunny small talk and catching up
with each other. So when the Pharisees stopped asking Jesus questions that would have him upsetting the
peace under the reign of a brutally oppressive regime, | hear echoed in that silence my own conversations
with a living ancestor.

| might be talking about queerness, and they’re hearing all the things their friends say about the safety of
the cisheteronuclear family. I'm discussing political lineages, they’re thinking back on the way past regimes
liberally practiced the opposite of what they preached, cloaking wanton human rights violation in a message
of “love, peace, and unity.”' They know the sting of the colonizer’s tactics in ways I’'m yet to experience, so
my questions feel like an invitation back to that harm.And they shy away from this for themselves and even
for me.

' Korwa G.Adar and Isaac M. Munyae 2001.“Human Rights Abuse in Kenya under Daniel Arap Moi 1978-
200 I’** African Studies Quarterly 5(1): I. [online] URL: http://web.africa.ufl.edu/asq/v5/v5ilal.htm

Words for inspiration:
“I think it pisses God off when you walk by the color purple in a field and don’t notice it.”

- Shug Avery in The Color Purple

© 2023 enfleshed


http://web.africa.ufl.edu/asq/v5/v5i1a1.htm

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

The most dangerous man in the world is enabled by hypocrites in the West
Israeli Settlers Take Advantage Of Gaza Chaos To Attack Palestinians In West Bank

Israel’s War on Gaza Is a Murderous Attack on Palestinian Civilians
An Alabama woman was imprisoned for ‘endangering’ her fetus. She gave birth in a jail shower
Free Ebooks for a Free Palestine!

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

Commentaries Author

When Grey Oletsa isn’t neck-deep in birth-work, they bring stories to
life through writing, music, film, fiber, and a sense of humor that
functions against all odds. They adore alternative music, good food you
have to dig into with your fingers, and learning weird new things from
Tumblr sh*tposts. Besides people-watching and participating in the
simulation, the Nairobi-based poet creates community through art.

For people who want to connect, my email jonoletsa@gmail.com

or |G @gracia.oletsa works just fine. And for people who want to
support my work, they can subscribe to my newsletter here, or
directly via my Paypal gronathana@gmail.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 inffo@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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