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TEXTS

November 19, 2023

Judges 4:1-7

Psalm 123

Zephaniah 1:7, 12-18
Psalm 90:1-8, (9-11), 12
1 Thessalonians 5:1-11
Matthew 25:14-30

What links the texts this week?
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Our actions are important to our faith, but especially in moments of crisis and turmoil. How we

steward resources, or perhaps most importantly, our relationship to resource as it reveals how

we relate to one another, is of deep concern for the divine. And when the time comes for those

of us who are awake to get active, the hoarders of resource will fear those of us who own nothing

in comparison. We hold space for righteous fury that does not give way to imprisoning paradigms.

Against those who rob and threaten us, we can defend ourselves and the lands we steward with God

on our side.

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

Call to worship

Calls to worship ring out over the wreckage—
Amidst senseless suffering, who are we to praise?

Warmongers want us pointing fingers
but we are marching, holding hands.

Evil-doers want us hopeless
but we buoy each other into a tide of way-making.

Oppressors want us fractured

but we have made ourselves into a quilt, into stained glass.

We will praise the ways we have found one another—
oceans and plains away, our hearts reach out.

It is a lie that we do not belong to each other—
the Holy Spirit accompanies beloveds who love the truth.


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

Opening Prayer

We will not stop loving each other.

We will not become hard-hearted.

We will not stop weeping for each other.

We will not stop lighting candles, telling stories, writing poems, singing songs.
We will not stop marching, disobeying, boycotting, resisting.
We will not stop telling the stories of the dead.

We will not stop fighting for the living.

We will not stop loving each other.

No matter the sinister untruths to sway us otherwise,

we will find our way back to one another.

We will not stop loving each other.

Amen.

Invitation to Offering

The logic of evil wants us too overwhelmed to be tender. Too discouraged to be strategic. But we are
governed by the Wisdom of Compassion, so with tender hearts and strategic minds, we gather our
resources to share. Come, let us bring forth our gifts.

Prayer of Dedication

God of the Oppressed, bless our offerings to strategic work of compassion, that the Ways of Life might
unfurl even amidst systems dealing in death. May it be so. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth, awake to the work at hand, which is to love one another—Fiercely. Tenderly. Joyfully. Reverently.

The Holy delights in our solidarity. Go in the Wake of Her Love.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How does your spiritual tradition understand how salvation interacts with time? Is salvation an event on
a linear timeline? Is it an ongoing cycle of death and rebirth? What loosely held analogies could help your
community reconsider the timing of salvation?

* How can we tell when our righteous indignation and anger begin to turn into wrath? How can we
problematize irresponsible, cathartic, carceral responses without pathologizing righteous rage?

* In what ways does your congregation ritualize hope in a way that is not disconnected from action? How
are your hopes for liberation made material in your communal practice? Where is there encouragement
during moments that feel especially bleak?

Application

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

Cosmic - Throughout the world, we see the agendas of empire playing out. These power plays can often
impact our faith and understanding of God, especially when so many of the world’s leaders co-opt Her
name and Her image to justify their wickedness. But | Thessalonians 5:9-10 sheds light of God’s agenda in
relationship with us, allowing us to embrace this divine nature throughout these destabilizing times.

The colonial imagination had God in white supremacist garb.This cloaking of God made people carrying

this mindset eager to punish and destroy anyone who did not share the same view. It motivated evangelical
movements that would use the threat of eternal torment to terrorize people beyond the threshold of

the church’s doorstep. It has motivated people who cling more eagerly to patriarchal and misogynistic
interpretations of Scripture to prevent women and queer people from fully participating in the work of
ministry, or even embodying the full range of their humanity. These actions have been motivated by an agenda.
And this agenda has been hooked up to the prevailing idea of whitemalegod as coined by Dr. Christena
Cleveland, a god who delights in suffering and the outpouring of wrath.

When people talk about salvation, often they seem to be referring to inviting Jesus into your heart and other
vague ideas in Christianity that point to a cultural adherance to the ideas of the dominant force within that
space in time. But, when | think about salvation, | think back to the blessing of Abraham as referenced in
Galatians 3, which speaks of Abraham’s belief in God being counted to him as righteousness. Here, it is made
evident that God’s blessing in the promise of Christ is the deep relationship that allows us to move within Her
world without fear of condemnation.VWhen the understanding of God’s immense boundary-breaking, time-
bending love reaches us, it carries with it an increased capacity for the embrace of Her agenda. And we grasp
why it is an agenda towards salvation as deep relationship with the Divine.
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Through the liberatory example of Christ, we share in the suffering that could come about when we align
to the understanding that nothing can separate us from God’s love. Even more scandalous, this suffering is
amplified when we choose to align ourselves with the oppressed peoples of the world, those whom the
powers that be decide deserve no love, no care, and no voice. In fact, this understanding of God’s agenda
makes us re-examine the boundaries we draw up for who can be ‘saved’ and who is excluded from the
promise of salvation.

When we read about those who are “awake” and those who are “asleep,”’ it begins to complicate the neat
categories Christians sometimes love to put themselves and others into. In the understanding of the church
of Thessalonica, being awake would point to being alive, and being asleep would point to having passed
on.While a more dominant reading of this text has pointed to Christians who can be comforted of their
salvation even at the time of death, | invite people back into the time-queering of God’s love and how

Her promises span beyond that which the mind can accomodate. Could it be that even in death, God still
reaches out to us in Her own unique way, inviting us into deeper connection with Herself?

Perhaps the distortions we have created in relationship to God have made it near impossible to even hold
these ideas in our minds, but looking with the “breastplate of faith and love,” we can hold in our hearts a
space for affirming that no one is beyond the reach of God who longs to be in relationship with us, even
with our shadows.And the “helmet of hope for salvation” helps our minds to greater heights where we can
align with the agenda of God, even if our faith is as small as a mustard seed.

Structural - A dictionary definition of wrath is “strong vengeful anger or indignation” or “retributory
punishment for an offense or a crime; divine chastisement.” This is what we read in verse 9 as being outside
of God’s agenda for us.Yet, even when we engage with the oppressive forces within our lives, wrath is

one of the first emotions inspired. It is near impossible to look at the state of the world and not feel

an indignation towards the perpetuation of this state of affairs.Yet, one of the most subversive ways of
responding to oppression, that could prevent us from evolving into oppressors ourselves, is compassion and
forgiveness.

When we encounter structural violence, it feels like it has long been established, injustice built upon
injustice. Indeed, speaking out against this violence could even come off as naive or foolish.The voice of the
oppressor whispers in our ears,“Don’t you know it’s always been this way? Who are you to question it?”
This whispering commands us to swallow down our anger, to stop questioning, and eventually to give in,
even personally, to our defeat. Thus, our righteous anger, our divine sense of “this is not right at all!” begins
to fester within our bodies. Through this process, it is transformed into wrath. And wrath does not lend
itself towards salvation as a deeper relationship with the Divine. It positions itself to a version of “justice”
that eventually sees us perpetuate power imbalances, a lack of humanity, and ultimately a lack of love for
ourselves or the other.

Recently, Hamas released two hostages taken on October 7th. [trigger warning for this link with regards
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to discussion of war, death and genocide] (A disclaimer: this isn’t an invitation to discourse about the nature
of Hamas; | want to focus on the hostages.) The world rushed eagerly to hear the accounts of the hostages,
possibly with an intention to inspire wrath against Palestinians as a whole.Yet, the stories and descriptions
they were met with reflected gentleness and a sense of clarity on the part of the hostages.They described
their treatment truthfully without sugar-coating any aspect of their experience. A wrathful world would
desire them to paint their captors as vile, wicked individuals, deserving of death or worse.And to this
wrathful paradigm, the testimonies of the hostages were informed by weakness, both of body and of mind.

The Sexual Assault Centre of Edmonton defines transformative justice as “a political framework and approach
for responding to violence, harm and abuse. At its most basic, it seeks to respond to violence without
creating more violence and/or engaging in harm reduction to lessen the violence.” When we look at the

idea of “carceral justice,” [trigger warning for this link with regards to sexual assault] we see an antithesis to
transformative justice because carceral logics respond to violence with further violence. Carceral logics also
create a framework for harm to be perpetuated against the “undesirable” or targeted members of a society.
Carceral logics are aligned with wrath; transformative justice is aligned with the hope of salvation.

Especially in a lived experience like many of us share, these are not easy realities to hold. Having been brought
up in a society where people strongly believe in carceral justice, | sometimes find it difficult to believe or
imagine | can pursue a different way of responding to harm without embodying the oppressive mindsets of
the people who have harmed me. Now enters forgiveness.

Off the cuff, | have hated forgiveness. Throughout my childhood, it had been modeled to me as a way of
allowing people to get away with their mistakes.To forgive someone meant | would have to act as if nothing
had happened, and push my anger out of sight. This went against every justice-seeking bone in my body. So,

| would forgive outwardly, say it was okay, but within my heart, | kept a secret record of wrongs against

me. | was watering the seeds of wrath.As | grew older, | realized that my secret record was manifesting in

a deep distrust of other people who held similar identity markers to the people who had harmed me.And
this distrust has been preventing me from forming meaningful connections with people | care about, with
people | want to be in community with. If | was growing a friendship with a man, or a boy, any mistake of his
would inspire the wrath within me, not proportional to his mistakes. If a white person wronged me on a
personal level, without any racialized motivation, phrases about colonialism and The Utter Caucasity would
immediately erupt in my mind.

bell hooks popularized the phrase,“The personal is political.” And our personal lives are the battleground
on which we get to decide whether we want our political sphere to align with wrath or salvation. | have no
solutions to offer because | am myself still navigating these murky waters.Yet, as we aspire towards a deeper
relationship with the Divine, we are brought face to face with the question of forgiveness and what kind of
impact it would have if we all consciously chose to stop aligning ourselves with wrath.

Interpersonal - The opening of this chapter holds a beautiful affirmation of our ability to discern the times.
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Spiritual discernment is tied into our felt sense of our suffering and also to our felt sense of agency within
this moment in time. Sit with your body: how does living in 2023 feel? Hold a loved one and ask them: what
does this moment in history, in your own personal story, feel like for you? | must say like the writer of this
text, y'all don’t need anything written to you to understand the times and the seasons.You already know.

How, then, does our lived experience and the stories we carry in our bodies from our lineage inform our
responsibility towards one another? In her commencement address at Oberlin College in 1989, Audre
Lorde said,“The testimony of your daily living is the missing remnant in the fabric of our future.” Often,
spiritual people can use their spirituality to bypass their responsibility to show up in their daily lives as a
part of the liberative move of Spirit in the world and towards our connected futures.

The writer of this chapter speaks to the church in Thessalonica identifying them as children of the light and
children of the day.This is the kind of language we see being weaponized for the agendas of genocide. But,
if we are keen to define what belonging today actually means and ought to signify in our daily lives, we can
make a distinction that empowers our agency to show up for ourselves and one another. Let’s talk about
being awake and sober, holding in mind the distinction between awake as being alive as spoken of earlier in
the chapter; and the second meaning of being awake as being spiritually aware and ready to take action.

The idea of being “woke” has been dulled in its efficacy over the years following the birth of the Black Lives
Matter movement in 2013, and especially the protests following the murder of George Floyd in 2020.This
points back to the similar misuse of “children of light”; many people who claimed to be woke (like, with the
black square over on Instagram) didn’t allow their supposed political stances during that season to translate
into a praxis that could have real world impact. But when we read that the sleeping spoken of here is one
of spiritual alertness, an attunement to the changing times and seasons that increases our aptitude for not
only being politically “woke,” but also practically engaged with the movements that need our attention and
action right now.

Another strategy that is used to dilute our felt senses is our connection to the media.While | know | have
cultivated a personal boundary of how | interact with the news in my country, | see many people around
me who readily consume and believe the state-sponsored and state-aligned narratives that many of our
media outlets espouse.This same trend has been apparent to me in the United States where news outlets
are being manipulated to paint narratives that further perpetuate the reach of the oppressive powerful,
intentionally decentering the voices of the people who understand their communities and what these
communities need to thrive and care for everyone, regardless of class or social status.

When | read about soberness, | understand it to be pointing towards the ability not to consume ideas
that dilute (and distract us from) our purpose in the world. Sometimes, we might even be engaging with
these ideas to help educate people who remain ignorant to antiracist, queer, and/or indigenous causes.
However, we get lost in the deluge of nonsense—we get drunk. It dulls our senses to the reality of things,
and it removes our center from that which we truly care about to things that we deeply disagree with.Yet,
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if we, in our minds, are constantly faced in the direction of that which we do not align with, it is easy to find
ourselves far more focused on it than our assignment on Earth.We know where we aren’t going, but that
is where we are continually facing. And in this sense, we are hopelessly lost. Hopelessness is a tool of the
Oppressor.

In Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, he speaks on this, saying, "The dehumanization resulting from
an unjust order is not a cause for despair but for hope, leading to the incessant pursuit of the humanity
denied by injustice. Hope, however, does not consist in crossing one’s arms and waiting.As long as | fight, |
am moved by hope; and if | fight with hope, then | can wait.As the encounter of women and men seeking
to be more fully human, dialogue cannot be carried on in a climate of hopelessness. If the dialoguers expect
nothing to come of their efforts, their encounter will be empty and sterile, bureaucratic and tedious.”

Verse 8 provides useful imagery to support our own personal resistance before it flows into the collective
work of organizing and solidarity with. Speaking of “the breastplate of faith and love,” | believe that our work
must be motivated by our ability to see that everyone is deserving of a life that is held in care, in regard, in
justice, and in peace.The work of faith is to move from the cerebral political aspects of our understanding
towards embodying that which we say we believe in. This requires us to shed our fear in the face of great
opposition. Radical faith is focused on the hope of salvation, which in verse 8, is the helmet: the piece of
armor that protects our head. If we have any chance at keeping our heads in our joint struggle, staying woke
and sober, we must hold hope as a deep practice of resistance.

There is not much more to add, except the final words of this passage.“Therefore encourage one another
and build up each other, as indeed you are doing.”

“To be a Negro in this country and to be relatively conscious is to be in a state of rage
almost, almost all of the time — and in one’s work. And part of the rage is this: It isn’t only
what is happening to you. But it’s what’s happening all around you and all of the time in the
face of the most extraordinary and criminal indifference, indifference of most white people
in this country, and their ignorance.”

Words for inspiration:

- James Baldwin

“May their warplanes explode upon them!”

- Gazan child
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Gaza evacuations suspended after ambulance attacked - Egyptian sources
UK minister says 100 Britishers have left Gaza as 14 have died in the war
We Still Need Moral Accountability For Jan. 6

Far-right minister Smotrich calls for ‘sterile zones’ free of Palestinians near settlements

Delhi pollution: Nao school, ndo play for city’s criangas

[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

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 workingwith 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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