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Ezekiel 34:11-16, 20-24
Psalm 100 or

Psalm 95:1-7a
Ephesians 1:15-23
Matthew 25:31-46

What links the texts this week?

It is easy and sensible for us to become overwhelmed by this world’s heirarchies, especially for those
of us who are forced to the bottom of all of them. Our existence is controlled by these heirarchies
which insist on reminding us of the brutal threats agianst us should we disrupt the hostile order. In
what could be at the very least a therapeutic response and at most the healing power of Truth, we
have crowned for ourselves a God and Savior who can overturn the heirarchies we cannot. We have
divinely invisioned ourselves among the favored of the One who really is in control. While this may
not resolve the horrors of our present reality, it fulfills for us a critical need to be accultured into
knowing that how we are treated as the least of these is the opposite of what we deserve.

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

Call to worship

God shepherds us towards pastures of compassion,
She leads us to wide, roaming fields of connection,
She calls us by name & blesses our lives, saying:

Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden,

and | will give you rest

for | am gentle and lowly in heart,

and you will find rest for your souls.

Opening Prayer

Rest with us, oh God. Cradle the dead in your everlasting mercy. Bless the bereaved with sleep. Anoint
the feet of those marching towards collective liberation. Refresh those doing the work of healing. Restore
those weary from bearing witness. Be gentle with us, oh God, your people are in need of rest.

Invitation to Offering
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For the love of money is the root of all evil... [Those who love money] have pierced themselves through
with many sorrows (1 Timothy 6:10). We do not love money. We love compassion. We love solidarity. We
love when all people have safety, nourishment, and rest. Ve love when creation is tenderly cared for. We
gather our offerings today as an expression of what we love.

Prayer of Dedication

Justice-Making God, evaporate like mist the power of those who love money and profit from war. Hold
them accountable for their disregard for life and their evildoing. Bless our collected resources to support
the liberation of all people and all places. Amen.

Benediction

May those indifferent to the suffering of others awaken.
May those weary from the work of liberation find respite.

Go forth dreaming of wide-open fields of compassion

where all creators have safety and rest.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  Who might be feeling lost in your spiritual community? How can you prioritize readings of scripture that

highlight their presence in the text and offer them encouragement?

* How does your tradition handle theodicy? What are your community members’ beliefs about the goodness of

God in the presence of unending anguish? What informs your worship amidst manmade catastrophe?

*  What God-promises are held and repeated in your religious contexts? What responsibility does God have over
our well-being? How do your community leaders respond to those who are convinced that God has forgotten

or forsaken them in their suffering?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Min. Candace Simpson (she/her).

Cosmic - “Who am | in this story?” A cosmic question, indeed.Who am | at all?

The bulk of responsible biblical engagement is finding yourself in the text. In Cain Hope Felder’s Stony the Road
We Trod, biblical scholar Rev. Dr. Renita J.Weems argues that responsible reading strategies include the posture
of “resisting the elements of the tradition that have sought, even in the name of revelation, to diminish [one’s]
humanity”(93). She includes an example:

“For example, Christian African American women belong to at least four communities of readers: American/
Western, African American, female, and Christian. Each community has its own ideas about what the reader
should be reading for in a text, and each one is governed by its own vested interests. Hence, an African
American woman confronted, say, with the Old Testament story of Ruth may be forced, depending on the
context in which she is reading, to focus predominantly on Ruth the woman, Ruth the foreigner, Ruth the
unelected woman, Ruth the displaced widow, or perhaps Ruth the ancestress of the king of Israel, King David,
to name a few.”

There are many ways to read the Bible.There are times we read for devotional purposes, to meditate, to
delight in its literary magic, to develop our ethics, or to commune with one’s ancestors. On an individual level,
we can all relate to the sense of being “sought out” by the Great Shepherd. Each of us, as individuals, can relate
to the sense of being bound up when injured, strengthened, fed and saved. The verbs in this passage detail the
contours of the human experience.Ve can look to the times in our lives when we have been in need of care
and concern from the Great Shepherd. It is human.

But there are some passages that detail the eternal struggle of oppressed peoples that require a clarified lens.
What kind of sheep are we? Are we really the injured, or are we the sheep who “butted at all the weak animals
with our horns?” Are we the “fat and the strong” or are we the weak? By what rubric do we measure this?

God, in the voice of the prophet, promises to “search for my sheep.” What could make the sheep be lost? In
our times, we may relate to the feeling of being lost even right in the open. Maybe you feel misunderstood by
family and friends, or you're tired of coworkers misgendering you via email. Perhaps you are disappointed to
hear your long-time pastor side with genocide. Or you may even feel regretful about having invested so much
in voting for someone who inevitably continued the very fascism we were told we were voting out.

Ezekiel offers an affirmation that can be repeated over and over.
| will save my flock and they shall no longer be ravaged.

This, of course, is a project in imagination. It is more than hope; it borders on fantasy. It takes great moral
resolve, and perhaps a rejection of reality, to imagine that there will be a time when the Great Shepherd will
save the flock and they shall no longer be ravaged.

And even more, it is important to locate who we are. God does take a side. God notices on whose geotags you
may find rubble, and God notices on whose geotags you find yoga and celebratory shot toasts.As we stand
before God’s judgment, God will remember how we spent our lives, because God witnesses it all.
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The Prophet Ezekiel taps into the human condition. He is told, through the mouth of the Lord, that the
solution is to “set up over them one shepherd.” David is promised to “feed them and be their shepherd.”
We might trouble the notion of a singular human shepherd over the people.What does it do for people
to look for a single human being to lead them, whether it is a president, a pastor or a king? What happens
when that earthly leader disappoints us? How does it shift our concept of God and God’s justice? It can be
difficult to believe in a good God when your leaders are irresponsible, selfish and cowardly.

Even God sets up boundaries at this point and says “| the Lord will be their God, and my servant David
shall be prince among them.” At least at this stage of human history, it is not the plan that earthly leaders
should become close to the status of God. God is God. God even establishes a hierarchy between Godself
and David, calling David Their “servant.” The earthly leader still answers to God. Still, it is the foundation of
monarchies and colonial projects to suggest that the only party higher than the earthly king is God. In doing
so, all actions of the King (or Queen, or President) are attributed to God. It becomes very difficult, in this
way, to distinguish between the actions of the earthly king and the God who supposedly sent them.

How do we discern the moral actions that God calls us to? How can we be sure that we didn’t just
do what we wanted to anyway and slapped God’s name on after the project was submitted? These are
questions that we ask ourselves for the sake of respecting God’s name and all of Creation.

When have you heard God speak? What did it sound or feel like? What did God say? For many of us, it is
the sense of calm during the most chaotic moments of our lives. For others, it is the fire we feel when it’s
time to speak up.

Structural - “Throughout our nervous history, we have constructed pyramidic towers of evil, ofttimes
in the name of good. Our greed, fear and lasciviousness have enabled us to murder our poets, who are
ourselves, to castigate our priests, who are ourselves. The lists of our subversions of the good stretch
from before recorded history to this moment.We drop our eyes at the mention of the bloody, torturous
Inquisition. Our shoulders sag at the thoughts of African slaves lying spoon-fashion in the filthy hatches of
slave-ships, and the subsequent auction blocks upon which were built great fortunes in our country.We
turn our heads in bitter shame at the remembrance of Dachau and the other gas ovens, where millions of
ourselves were murdered by millions of ourselves.As soon as we are reminded of our actions, more often
than not we spend incredible energy trying to forget what we’ve just been reminded of””

Maya Angelou spoke these words at a conference years ago before a room of mostly White folks. It was her
call to speak the truth, as ugly and slimy as it may be, before those who are gathered.

Angelou insists that it is “ourselves” who are doing great destruction against “ourselves.” With this context,
we look to the prophet’s choice to use “sheep” as a metaphor.The Prophet could have said “Sheep” and
“Wolves,” as that would be a clear power differential between predator and prey. But instead, the prophet,
through the voice of God, insists that there are only sheep. Some of these sheep are weak, and others are
lean and weak. It makes us wonder, how did some sheep become stronger than others? And why would
sheep butt against all the weak animals with their horns until they were “scattered far and wide?” Is there

9

no loyalty to one’s “speciesmate” and fellow Creation that cautions us against cruel violence?
What makes people use their might to turn against the vulnerable around them?

For this reason, it is important that we use precise language to describe the terror in Palestine. It cannot
be a “war” between Israel and Palestine, because Palestine is not a nuclear superpower with international
military allies like Israel. It cannot be named “conflict,” because the sides are not equal.Ve are presently
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watching the eradication of human beings in Palestine, either through forced fleeing, bombing or targeted
destruction.

For example, since 1967 at least 800,000 Palestinian olive trees, both symbolically and economically significant,
have been ripped out by Israeli authorities. This last figure is updated as of March 2023. It is important to

note this, because it clarifies the ongoing terror that Palestinians have been enduring in their own land. It has
not just been a struggle of weeks.

I will bind up the injured, and | will strengthen the weak.

And yet, God acts through those who insist on staying. There are heart-wrenching accounts of Palestinian
medics and doctors who refuse to be moved. They insist that they “are absolutely right to heed the call

of duty; as doctors, as nurses, all of us need to unite at times like this.” Emboldened by moral resolve and
courage, they promise to do everything they can in the face of such death.The videos continue. Reporters
comforting other children after learning their own family has been killed, medics comforting toddlers who
are the only surviving member of their family, and regular people finding ways to feed and house others and
provide electricity even when the Israeli government has insisted on shutting off these services. God, by her
many names, is here.

And if this God doesn’t show up, we can “shut it down.” We can insist “not in our name.”

Because you pushed with flank and shoulder and butted at all the weak animals with your horns until you scattered
them far and wide, | will save my flock, and they shall no longer be ravaged, and | will judge between sheep and sheep.

God doesn’t play about Their sheep. God has witnessed the bullying of the most vulnerable sheep who have
been scattered far and wide. God proclaims that She will step in to “save my flock.”

We do not yet know how this terrorful genocide will end. But it has already claimed at least 10,000 lives
in Gaza, at least 4,200 of whom are children. If history is any scaffold, we can presume that the land will be
cleared and colonized further to the point that Palestinian echoes of life will be silenced. And still.

We who believe and who witness will insist on remembering.We believe there will come a day when
Palestine will be free, when those injured are bound up and the weak are strengthened. Even at the threat of
censure, doxxing, and surveillance, we join hand-in-hand with oppressed peoples globally. For this, too, is the
word of the Lord.

Interpersonal - “Breakin’ down and | had the whole world watchin’
But the worst part is really who watched me

Every night | cried, | almost died

And nobody close tried to stop it.”

In her recently released music video, Megan thee Stallion pens incredibly personal lyrics detailing her own
battle with mental health.The violation, in her own words, was not the betrayal of strangers but of close
friends. In a recent interview, Bridgerton actor Ruby Barker spoke about what she termed as “two psychotic
breaks” due to the character she played. Barker played Marina, whose character was “alienated, very
ostracized, on her own under these horrible circumstances.” Barker felt “unwell for a really long time.”
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In response to these two high-profile individuals, everyday people responded to the news with their

own stories. Perhaps that is its own thing to lament; most of us do not feel like we can tell our stories of
hardship without hitching our cart to an ongoing popular narrative. There is little room to express the
gloom and despair of living in this world. One socially acceptable way to cope with one’s own grief is to talk
about others’.

Historian Dr. Darlene Clark Hine writes about coping strategies of grief as it relates to Black women.

“Because of the interplay of racial animosity, class tensions, gender role differentiation and regional
economic variations, Black women, as a rule, developed and adhered to a cult of secrecy, a culture of
dissemblance, to protect the inner aspects of their lives. The dynamics of dissemblance involved creating
the appearance of disclosure, or openness about themselves and their feelings, while actually remaining an
enigma. Only with secrecy, thus achieving a self-imposed invisibility, could ordinary Black women accrue the
psychic space and harness the resources needed to hold their own in the often one-sided and mismatched
resistance struggle.”

It is important to hold the truth that Hine is writing specifically about Black women in this instance.

Even more, she researches the impact of rape and the threat of rape on enslaved Black women and their
descendants. If we take the work of the Combahee River Collective seriously, then this information is useful
to everyone.

“We might use our position at the bottom, however, to make a clear leap into revolutionary action. If
Black women were free, it would mean that everyone else would have to be free since our freedom would
necessitate the destruction of all the systems of oppression.”

Thus, Hine’s work is helpful to understand the general sentiment of feeling like an emotional zombie.We
are pressured to pretend that we are well because we live in a world that rewards us for this cosplay.
Likewise, we are punished for asking for help. Socially, we may be made to feel irresponsible when we need
help paying for rent. Financially, we may incur huge debts when we seek medical care. But we put our heads
down and do our work because that is how we make ourselves available for promotions, and that is how
we keep peace in the home.

But God has a promise.
I myself will be the shepherd of my sheep, and | will make them lie down.

God promises to “seek the lost” and “bring back the strayed.” God says They will “bind up the injured,
strengthen the weak, but the fat and the strong | will destroy. | will feed them with justice.” We may not
experience the hand of God doing these things, but we can all point to times in our lives when someone
did seek us, did bring us back, and did strengthen us. It is a holy action word to do these things for those
who need it. God’s verbs in this passage point to a posture of passion and care. God knows who to seek
and who to bind up.

Theologian Filipe Maia argues that the “work of mourning and the work for justice engender and require
hope.They engender and demand some sort of future talk.” If there is no other Good News for us, it is
that God’s promise is to seek us and advocate for us.And not just any “us”” God is clear, at least in this
passage, that God is looking specifically for the “weak.” When we feel that God is not making good on this
promise, we get to hold God accountable.We can take this scripture, print it out, and wave it in the sky and

yell at God. In our most intimate prayers, we can insist that God does what God said through the prophet
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Ezekiel.

Thus says the Lord God.

Our prayers can be full of reminders and points of accountability.
“God, if you are the Good God you said you were, then you better...”
“God, do you see the things before you? Do you care?”

“God, we are hurting.You said you'd bind us up...”

These are not bratty prayers.VWe get to make demands before the God of our understanding. Anyone who
overhears those prayers gets a glimpse into our theological imagination.And it is our theological imagination
that shapes our daily activities and guides our relationships and actions with other representatives of God’s
Creation.What we believe about God is reflected not through our words alone, but through our actions

and most intimate spaces.
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Sources

Words for inspiration:

Explore more infographic content and explainers by Visualizing Palestine
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

All-White Judges Of A Louisiana Appellate Court Igsnored Thousands Of Petitions Filed By Prisoners
Louisiana’s Governor-Elect Wants To Withhold Funds For Decaying Water Infrastructure Until Women Who
Seek Abortions Are Prosecuted

Behold, A Pale Horse Race: On elections without choice and genocide without consequence

The 800,000 olive trees illegally uprooted by Israel in Palestine cause 12m in lost income,
[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought

partners]

Commentaries Author

Minister Candace Simpson (she/her/hers) is a sister, preacher, and
educator. She is a graduate of Trinity College and Union Theological
Seminary. She is an associate minister at Concord Baptist Church of
Christ in Brooklyn, New York. Minister Simpson is especially drawn to
Christian education as a political education tool for Black liberation. It
is Candace’s philosophy that Heaven is a Revolution that can happen
right here on Earth. She is the lead writer and curriculum designer at
Fish Sandwich Heaven, an online resource for dreaming a freer world.”

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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