Liturgy that Matters
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Mark 1:1-8 enfleshed

spiritual nourishment for collective liberation




TEXTS

December 10, 2023

Isaiah 40:1-11
Psalm 85:1-2, 8-13
2 Peter 3:8-15a
Mark 1:1-8

What links the texts this week?
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Something is happening. It’s that eerie charge to the air before the lightening strikes. It’s the way the

sky looks full just as the first raindrops fall. It’s the vacant sway of Jenga blocks resigning to collapse.

It’s the animal’s moment of realization that their imprisoned challenger is their own reflection. The

breath of God only makes sense if you’ve lived through an apocalypse. You only know it if you've

continued on after time stopped. As with any end, something else must begin. Such is the work of

creation and the cyclical nature of divine spiration. With grandeur and might, the infant, no longer

suspended in liquid, fills their unused lungs with air.

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

Call to Worship

The Holy Spirit

shakes up stagnate imaginations
transfigures tired frameworks
emancipates egocentric hearts
deprograms small-minded paradigms—

She baptizes us with possibility.

In the here & now
even amidst sorrows of sorrow,

New Life reaches Her roots in the soil.

Seeds sleeping in the ground
quiver of the world to come.

Let us praise the Holy Spirit—
Wild, Liberating, and Strong.

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

The lights in Bethlehem are dimmed to shadows. Because horrific crimes are committed against Beloveds
in Palestine, there is no celebration. Extinguish the candles, unset the banquet table, don sackcloth instead
of your holiday finest. Let our voices shake with anger. Let our bodies quake with grief. Come, Spirit of
Salvation, Come.

Invitation to Offering

Prepare the way for unraveling, undoing, and taking apart Ways of Destruction.
Prepare the way for co-creating, nurturing, and building Ways of Life.

Let us collect our resources so they might be shared
because | am not free until you are free.

In ways small and large,
we are building the life we dream of for each other.

Prayer of Dedication

Spirit of Becoming, baptize our offerings in possibility. Accompany us as we learn to support one another’s
ordinary needs. Build with us systems of care, that systems of exploitation may crumble. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth in the company of the Spirit of Transformation,
who does not leave broken hearts without comfort,

nor wicked ways without accountability.

Who meets us in the garden of possibility—

uprooting systems of violence,

tending healing,

and planting a world of vibrant interdependence.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How can your spiritual tradition inform a deepended practice around baptism of the Holy Spirit?
* Does tour spiritual tradition have ascetic movement in its history? What were their aims? How are
they discussed and remembered? What can you all learn from them?
* Does your ministry create protective, intentional space for those who are considered mad? How may
you strengthen tour solidarity with the “mad” against whitewashed “rationality” and sanism?
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Application

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

Cosmic - Wherever there is any significant concern for the “baptism of the Holy Spirit”, | expect certain
folks to not even be in the room.The phrase feels like a (culturally) Black/African Metho-Bapti-Aposto-costal
passcode to the speakeasy juke where we achieve a holy inebriation.We can play a semantic game there, as
some do, about the difference between being “baptized” versus “filled” with the Holy Spirit - that’s a way to
spend your time. But charismatic traditions across races all appeared to have a more robust pneumatology.
While looks aren’t everything, mainliners go on about indwelling, Catholics, epiclesis - many denominations
acknowledge a metaphysic for Holy Spirit baptism - but, empirically, nothing fundamentally changes. I've met
supposedly Spirit-baptized Christians, especially mainliners if we can pick on y’all (who | know are far from a
monolith), whose alleged union with Christ is mostly indiscernible.

Since | come, in part, from Black charismatic tradition, | met mainline leaning, nebulous pneumatology with
deep suspicion. Black charismatic pneumatology is less expressly Christian in that it follows some African
Traditional religious practice — spirit filling or baptism takes after being mounted. Spirit takes consensual
possession over your faculties in order for something more divine to be temporarily enfleshed in the sensate
plane. How is it that you say God herself visited you... and nothing changed?

Baptism of the Holy Spirit doesn’t foretell or foreshadow the upper room in Acts although that community
may have looked back on and been influenced by this and other texts.The Holy Spirit falling on people was
introduced by prophets like Ezekiel and Joel who understood the outpouring of the Holy Spirit to carry
apocalyptic significance.“Then afterward | will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters
shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men shall see visions. Even on the male and
female slaves, in those days | will pour out my spirit,” prophesies Joel 2:28-29 NRSVUE.

Joel continues in detailing disconcerting signs of the shift that we all come to associate with the “end times.”
The editors of the HarperCollins Study Bible deepen our recognition of the wordplay happening in these
instances - the text is brimming with prophetic hope and fervor yet the image is a very natural one.The spirit/
breath of God is portrayed as the literal desert wind that marks the change of seasons. It also “darkens the

sky and makes the moon appear blood red due to the large amount of dust and dirt blown through the sky.” This
apocalyptic image was a regular and predicted occurrence in the lives of this prophecy’s hearers, not the
freakish transgression of nature’s laws that this text has been mutated to connote.

Where we think of the Holy Spirit more like a disembodied entity or that lady from The Shack, no one has
ever explained to me that Spirit’s alternate meanings of breath and, particularly, wind were gloriously laden
with double entendre that communicate volumes of Spirit’s purpose for those of us awaiting Her. For these
prophets, Spirit would be poured out on people during the last days before the messianic era.This wasn’t
just an event, it denoted a process as is the case with its etymological derivatives - inSPIRation, reSPIRatory,
conSPIRacy - creative substances of renewal and revival.
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The breath of God that breathes life into a mound of clay

The wind that stirred the deep and enabled the separation of light and dark

The breath of God that returns oxygen to our cells

The wind that divides the Red Sea and furnished the Hebrew children with an escape route from Egyptians.

The Spirit is not just a cute little poetic way of describing a mysterious manifestation of divine energy. It’s

a metaphor in a single word. The Spirit is inherently political in the sense that She brings a change that
transcends any individual attitudes. Spirit-change shifts seasons and eras. Spirit rends the fabric of your lived
reality as you know it. Spirit shifts your social position for the better. Spirit transforms you from chaos and
precarity to calm and security. Spirit is how God throws Her weight around.

This means our text ends by linking John’s ascetic practice with his politico-spiritual ideology in which he
proclaims that the winds of prophetic, time-ending, world-creating change draw near... What are we talking
about when we say Spirit-baptized?

Structural - Locusts are literally grasshoppers with a scarcity mindset that formed them into a mafia.
Among the behavioral features distinguishing a locust from a grasshopper are their serotonin-induced
swarming and ability to travel hundreds of miles.We know them to bring total devastation to agriculture,
and their cataclysmic impact is recorded all through scripture. John the Baptist thunders an apocalyptic
message while crunching the cuisine of calamity. This signals to us that |B is living as though the end has
already arrived.

Scholarly speculation places our beloved |B within a group known as the Essenes.These folks were the
desert fathers’ fathers, and it’s interesting that the average Christian knows little if anything about the group
responsible for the preservation of our scriptures if not the spiritual formation of Jesus himself.

Those who take up an ascetic, austere, or simple lifestyle are viewed as class overachievers determined to
earn cosmic extra credit with their excessive piety. Perhaps the more progressive among us are sensitive
to the air of resistance in their choice to restrain and distance themselves from an oppressive dominant
culture.These folks will recognize these decisions as commendable yet aspirational, and therefore optional.
In our over-resourced context, denying oneself as a practice is read as insane.Whether cooked food, meat,
new clothes, or a warm bath, going without certain pleasures is guaranteed to elicit stigma, especially if
you're Black.

Black ascetic religious community, MOVE had 70s and 80s Philadelphia on notice with their insular lifestyle
and direct action against injustice. They were a revolutionary community committed to nonviolence...

until a police raid killed a newborn in the home.This necessitated the adoption of armed self-defense into
their philosophy. Police violence would continue to escalate until the state would eventually sanction the
bombing of their Osage Avenue home, leaving almost the entire block uninhabitable. MOVE’s beliefs remain
immortalized in a collection of writings called “The Guidelines,” authored by JOHN AFRICA.
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“We are a deeply religious organization.We know that the current political system resents our clean,
righteous example and wants to stop us from exposing their corruption, even if they have to kill us. Just
as Jesus was labeled a radical and persecuted to death by the politicians of his day for what he said, we
know how threatening our message is to those in power and why they come down so hard on us.VWe
expect it and we are prepared for it.”

Essenes left Jerusalem as a form of protest. They did not live an ascetic existence because they found suffering
to be inherently redemptive; they were living according to the limitations of living outside and independent

of a system they recognized as fundamentally unjust. Theirs was a refusal of the benefits that proximity to
empire may confer in an acknowledgment that nothing the empire offers is worth taking even for an illusion
of convenience and stability.

“Prepare the way of the Lord” has meaning to the Essenes because they saw their major role as a community
to prepare the way for a messianic era in which the empire that adjudicates movement and resources for
those within its occupation whisps away like vapor in the wind.Ascetic lifestyles are often associated with
nonviolence, but this is a reduction (as mystic-ascetic Nat Turner can attest). Part of the Essenes’ preparation
for the Lord was actually a formidable compilation of military strategy that they expected to employ in
service of what they describe like an Armageddon.

Jazz icon Sun Ra, named originally after a Christian Hoodoo showman, founded an ascetic commune among
his Arkestra bandmates. His eyes lifted starward, he embraced a Black astro-mythology that deprioritized
the affairs of this corroded world in favor of a liberated otherworld. In A Pure Solar World, Paul Youngquist has
taken on the service of documenting Sun Ra’s ongoing legacy so that his sono-philosophical resistance would
not be erased.

“The Arkestra was playing music to make a difference both aesthetically and socially. Sun Ra would
remind them of it in rehearsal:“You look out at the world and you say, ‘Something’s wrong with this stuff.
Then you get so mad you can play it on your instrument. Play some fire on it. If you’re not mad at the
world you don’t have what it takes. Rehearsal for Sun Ra involved much more than reading charts and
counting time. Practically speaking, it was a way of life. It was not unusual for the Arkestra to practice for
eight hours, break to play a gig, and then return to their rehearsal space for even more practice. Sun Ra
preached to his players like he did to his listeners in Washington Square.”

With the mighty example of John the Baptist and many others within this tradition, we are called to reimagine
the ascetic as the material practice of fugivity. It is not a glorification of suffering- this could be an imperial
perversion. It is the revolutionary mandate of yanking your wrists from the colonists’ manipulating grasp. It is
a question of relationship and is less about our valuation of pleasure. In his essay “John the Baptist: More than
a Prophet,” James D.Tabor begins to sum up the role of ascetic living in the revolutionary imagination through
the lens of John’s very unusual, but not unprecedented, diet.

“Such a lifestyle reminds one of the Rechabites mentioned by Jeremiah, who drink no wine, avoid
cultivation of the ground, and live in tents (Jer 35:8—10).14 We might also recall that Banus, the desert
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hermit that Josephus followed as a young man for three years, fed only ‘on such things as grow of
themselves’ (Josephus,Vita 2.1 1). The motivations behind such a strict diet seem to go beyond a mere
‘asceticism’... But perhaps more relevant are the social implications. Clearly, such a strictly ascetic diet
served to both segregate and alienate John from the ruling classes, making any sort of social exchange
unlikely.”

Interpersonal - | had the opportunity to chat with an elder who lived in 80s Philadelphia about MOVE,
originally curious about some of the women and children who took refuge here in Richmond,VA.While
he didn’t know anything about the short-lived MOVE splinter group, he did make a point to counter my
sympathies towards the group with, as he understood it, the necessity of their forced regulation. He went
on to say that the collective had been a public nuisance. He was particularly emphatic about the sordid
condition of the children, maintaining that they were always filthy and apparently living in unsanitary
conditions.

“Our hair is left the way nature intended, uncombed and uncut. Though we don’t favor using the
system’s chemicals, cosmetics, and disposable conveniences, we do spend a good deal of time keeping
ourselves and our surroundings clean and tidy.We dress functionally, in clothing that doesn’t interfere
with our active lives.”

People society has rejected as “off” are ostracized whether their differences are imagined or exaggerated.
They see fewer smiles from others, fewer moments to laugh in fellowship. People don’t make small talk or
jokes with them. People don’t ask personal questions, afraid of the answers.The least of these are exiled
to live in the curbs, trenches, gutters, sewers, tombs - negative spaces undesigned for death and decay. This
creates a compulsion in us - the allegedly “sane” enforcers - to make sure we retain our sanity (or the
appearance of it) at all costs.

Should a person behave in ways we cannot fully understand or if we find ourselves overcome with apathy
or emotions that interfere with our productivity, we MUST get professional help because behaving
unpredictably and unproductively is less human. Physchonormativity thus metastasizes from an ideal

to a mandate. How to Go Mad Without Losing Your Mind by La Marr Jurelle Bruce masterfully treads this
intersection of madness, blackness, and black creativity in an effort to deconstruct madness and rehumanize
the “mad.”

“Any person or practice that perplexes and vexes the psychonormative status quo is liable to be
labeled crazy.The arbiters of psychosocial madness are not elite cohorts of psychiatric experts, but
rather multitudes of avowedly Reasonable people and publics who abide by psychonormative common
sense. Thus, psychosocial madness reflects how avowedly sane majorities interpellate and often
denigrate difference.”

The now-dissolved MOVE community whose ghost continues to be sneered at by distrustful neighbors
is the same community that, through their daring activism, made an incalculable contribution to Black
ascetic religious thought and exposed the state as the death machine that it is. Sun Ra, jazz icon who
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grandfathered Afrofuturism is the same revolutionary icon who soundtracked the road to Black utopia after
he was declared psychologically unfit for military service. Bruce is therefore inspired to interrogate these
designations and binaries between rational and irrational.

“Whereas rationalism roundly discredits madpersons, mad methodology recognizes madpersons as critical
theorists and decisive protagonists in struggles for liberation.”

But Bruce chillingly troubles the waters - when someone goes mad, did they snap or did something click?

“...sometimes coming undone is precisely how one falls into place. Sometimes a breakdown doubles as a

breakthrough. Sometimes a snap is a click.”

Words for inspiration:

Check out Ismatu Gwendolyn’s essay, “There is no revolution without madness”

Sources

How to Go Mad without Losing Your Mind by La Marr Jurelle Bruce
“John the Baptist: More than a Prophet” by James D.Tabor

Sun Ra

A Pure Solar World: Sung Ra and the Birth of Afrofuturism by Paul Youngquist
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/202 | /07/05/how-sun-ra-taught-us-to-believe-in-the-impossible
https://theamericanblackstory.com/2020/02/07/d72020/
https://kentakepage.com/benjamin-rucker-aka-black-herman-the-militant-african-american-magician/

MOVE

https://wrldrels.org/2020/05/12/move/

https://leavingmove202 | .blogspot.com/2021/07/seeds-of-wisdom-children-born-in-move.html?m=1
https://colorlines.com/article/they-can-only-stretch-bond-they-cant-break-it/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/ | 985/05/24/move-members-zeal-bewildered-loved-
ones/7elfcd35-4351-42d9-9f99-93efédalbb3c/
https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/move-25-years-on-the-move

Nat Turner
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https://theamericanblackstory.com/2020/02/07/d72020/
https://kentakepage.com/benjamin-rucker-aka-black-herman-the-militant-african-american-magician/
https://readingreligion.org/9780190058777/move
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https://leavingmove2021.blogspot.com/2021/07/seeds-of-wisdom-children-born-in-move.html?m=1
https://colorlines.com/article/they-can-only-stretch-bond-they-cant-break-it/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1985/05/24/move-members-zeal-bewildered-loved-ones/7e1fcd35-4351-42d9-9f99-93ef6da1bb3c/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1985/05/24/move-members-zeal-bewildered-loved-ones/7e1fcd35-4351-42d9-9f99-93ef6da1bb3c/
https://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/move-25-years-on-the-move

https://scholarship.law.uci.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi’article=| | 23&=&context=ucilr&==&sei-redir=1 &referer
=https%253A%252F%252Fwww.google.com%252Furl%253Fq%253Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fscholarship.
law.uci.edu%252Fcgi%252Fviewcontent.

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

State Lawmakers and Activists Start Hunger Strike for Ceasefire in Gaza
Workplace Injuries and Death Are Shockingly Common in the US in 2023

My father’s 13 years as a Palestinian political prisoner

US hopes for extended Gaza truce to continue hostage releases, Gaza aid deliveries

2 missiles fired from Yemen towards US destroyer in the Gulf of Aden

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

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!

Liturgy Author
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https://time.com/6340016/lawmakers-activists-ceasefire-gaza-hunger-strike/
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/workplace-injury-death-us
https://www.redpepper.org.uk/global-politics/palestine-middle-east/13-years-as-a-palestinian-political-prisoner/
https://english.alarabiya.net/News/middle-east/2023/11/27/US-hopes-for-extended-Gaza-truce-to-continue-hostage-releases-Gaza-aid-deliveries
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20231127-2-missiles-fired-from-yemen-towards-us-destroyer-in-the-gulf-of-aden/
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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.”
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