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TEXTS
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Genesis 1:1-5
Psalm 29
Acts 19:1-7
Mark 1:4-11

What links the texts this week? 

The power-soaked voice of God, the sayings of raw manifestation, a word of forgiveness for salvation, 
and tongues of indwelling. We are called to call the not yet into reality. We are called to call ourselves 
forgiven and set free. We are called to call the future into our view. We may give all that is holy to 
us a new name. Our speech in harmony will blur the line between our voice and Creator’s. We are 
created to create.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

We are creating new worlds—
The art we make
The stories we tell

We are creating new worlds—
The tenderness we show
The solidarity we practice

The world is creating us—
Elder Oak Tree, exhaling our next breath
Blue Heron teaching us presence 

The world is making us new—
each evening luring us to the womb of rest
each sunrise beckoning us to begin again

Opening Prayer

Spirit of Co-Creation, in the beginning you were with us.
Today you are with us. Tomorrow you will be with us.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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In your company, we refuse to shrink our dreams to meager portions.

When despair creeps in like oil in our oceans,
hover your Wisdom over the depths of our souls,
sprout in us Possibility like a seed in the secret of soil. 
Amen.

Invitation to Offering

The Living God calls Twilight and Dawn good. She calls Crawfish and Dogwood good. She calls Wildflower 
Fields and Swamp good. She calls our fleshy, rowdy, wayward, weary, wonderful Creaturely Selves: good, 
good! We gather our offerings as part of the ecosystem of interdependence, for our togetherness is good, 
it is good!

Prayer of Dedication

By meeting each other’s earthly needs, may we unfold the heaven of ordinary abundance.
Not exploitation, not the logic of empire—beautiful, everyday heaven on earth is our prayer. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth rooted in this beautiful, ancient world—
intertwined with the roots of others,
that, together, we might be sturdy enough
to withstand the winds of despair
while co-creating a world of mutual thriving.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 Do your spiritual discussions hold space for the yet-to-be-created? How can your faith practice 
include more attention to what is becoming as well as what already exists?

•	 How does your spiritual tradition approach what may look like binaries in the text? What is 
your community’s commitment to disrupting binaries in the text and in our lives?

•	 What language shifts could be meaningful for your faith community to consider language part 
of co-creation with the Divine?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her). 
 
Cosmic - Let’s begin with a pregnant pause. What if we linger here in the deep darkness of verse 2 without 
rushing to the sudden illumination of verse 3? 

Yes, yes, I know it’s epiphany, and there’s the whole “light in the darkness” trope, but in this moment, as one 
bloody, terrifying year turns to the next without much relief in sight, maybe we can linger in the deep and fer-
tile darkness for a moment.

I’ve been practicing moving around in the dark this winter. There’s not a lot of light pollution here in rural 
Pennsylvania, so unless I bring light with me, I’m immersed in darkness anytime I go outside between late after-
noon and the next morning. This practice is forcing me to slow down, to notice the textures of the ground, to 
listen for the movements around me without being able to imagine what might emerge from the darkness.

Wil Gafney has said that darkness is the place of creative potential and also the place where God works. That 
is what this passage says. It’s literally there in the text if we don’t rush past it to the light. Slow down. Listen as 
the wind stirs the waters and swirls the leaves into new patterns, creating shapes never before seen.

Gafney elaborates:

“In the velvet darkness, darker than a thousand midnights down in a cypress swamp, this luminous dark-
ness, this radiant blackness, the wholly black and holy black womb of God pulsed life into the world against 
a tapestry of holy life-giving darkly radiant blackness, shaping, molding, knitting, coalescing earthstuff from 
starstuff from Godstuff. All before uttering the first word.”

This darkness is not “formless” or “empty” except in the Buddhist sense of those words. Emptiness in Bud-
dhism is a reminder that the way things appear to be is not the way they really are, and certainly not how they 
always must be. This moment in Genesis 1 is characterized not by “nothing” but by everything, by a kind of 
primordial potentiality itself, even if it might appear to be chaotic and unclear.

The creation story in Genesis was believed to have been conjured into being in the midst of the Babylonian 
exile. In this time of grief, terror, and heartbreak for the Israelites, the “priestly source” that gives us this cre-
ation story was, according to Walter Brueggemann an attempt to stitch together some hope for the people. 
This dramatic, sweeping story is designed to remind hearers and readers that their God is creative. Their God, 
along with a Spirit that hovers, nurtures—these two together create goodness and beauty out of what seems 
to be, but is not really, chaos.

This is work that happens in the darkness. To rush too soon into the light risks thinking we know what things 
are. It risks perceiving God’s new thing from within the old, worn-out categories, without acknowledging the 
formlessness and emptiness that is the stuff of creation. 
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In this world, some of us have had the privilege to name and categorize things in ways that others are then 
expected to follow, and we have had a tendency to keep reinscribing what is familiar and comfortable to us, 
even when those familiar ways result in violence and death for so many.

Maybe this is a time to dwell in the darkness, the place of not-knowing and also of potential, while the nur-
turing Spirit hovers over all of it and breathes something new into being.

Structural - Read through a Greco-Roman-influenced, post-Enlightenment lens, it seems self-evident 
that Genesis sets up a series of binaries: dark-light, heavens-earth, land-sea. Recently, a lot of work has been 
done to point out that the text doesn’t value one of the poles of the binary higher than the other, but 
declares it all “good.”  This is important political work since most systems of oppression rely not only upon 
setting up binaries (man-woman, black-white, light-dark, mind-body, spiritual-material, deep-shallow, and so 
on) but then assigning one as more valuable than the other. It’s almost as if each binary gets collapsed into 
the most loaded binary of all: good versus bad. So stripping away the valuation is a valuable move toward 
dismantling white supremacy.

I think, though, that an even deeper deconstruction is possible and maybe even necessary in order to re-
store right relationship and to free living beings from subjugation. From an ancient Hebrew point of view, 
what we read as polar opposites might not have been understood as binaries at all; instead, maybe we read 
those binaries into the text from our own position. 

Think about it: At 4:30pm where you live right now, is it “light” or is it “dark”? How about at 6:30am? Or, 
think about wading into the ocean. Imagine that you are in so far that the water touches your hips. Are you 
on land or in the sea? Kind of…both, right? These binaries don’t actually exist. They are wholly a function of 
the ways our minds have been conditioned to process and categorize information. And the people who put 
these stories together? Their minds likely were not conditioned in that way. 

Perhaps, attuned to the cycles of the natural world, the ancient Hebrew people perceived things according 
to cycles as dark shifted to light and back again, or perhaps, they saw everything in terms of its relationship 
to everything else. Lisa Sharon Harper explains that when God looked at creation and declared it “very 
good” (tov, meaning “fulfilling its rightful purpose in the world”), God was focused on relationships more 
than on individuals. God’s attention was on our interdependence, on the ways we served and were served 
by one another and by and with all creation. The Theology of Work Collective has similarly asserted that 
there is no distinction made between the spiritual and the material in Genesis, that “heavens and earth,” 
when it occurs in Hebrew, is an expression that encompasses an entire whole, similar to how some use 
“kith and kin” in English, where kith and kin are not two separate things but are used together to empha-
size the breadth of the whole.

Wil Gafney emphasizes the way the first two verses of the Hebrew Scriptures disrupt any attempt to assign 
gender to the Creative Force in the universe. She translates Genesis 1: 1-2 as follows:
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In the beginning, He, God created the heavens and the earth. 2 The earth was formless and shapeless and darkness 
covered the face of the deep, while She, the Spirit of God, pulsed over the face of the waters.

The Creator here is both masculine and feminine, and likely, everything in between.
This Sunday may provide an opportunity to ask your folks: What are the binaries that you rely upon to make 
sense of the world? For example, when you meet someone, do you try to determine whether they are male 
or female? Why do you need to know? Does it influence how you relate to them, and if so, why?

The gender-nonconforming writer and performance artist Alok Vaid-Menon has asserted in multiple places 
that the origin of violence against trans people is actually cis people’s repressed grief and rage at the ways 
they have subjugated and hid parts of themselves in order to access the privileges of being cis. Gender-non-
conforming people are actually inviting us to explode all the binaries:

“‘Your wound / my garden. The things that you hate about yourself / I love them in me.’ That doesn’t 
make me wrong (or even right). It just makes me, me. And, perhaps, makes me…queer. Queerness is 
about the perennial, stubborn attempt to reclaim and inhabit the places within us that have been colo-
nized by shame.

Being nonbinary is an invitation to interrogate all the dichotomies holding us back. We aren’t just fight-
ing against the gender binary, we are also affirming the poetics of simultaneity. Truth is polyamorous. It 
is not only possible – but terribly likely – that things are multiple things all at the same time. We all live 
there: the both/and. (It’s just that some of us are more honest about it.)”

Give yourself the treat of reading this whole interview, which is included in the bibliography below.

Our holy scriptures begin with this image of a wind/breath/Spirit hovering over the waters. Wind is not 
static. It moves things around. It messes things up, and often, that is disturbing to those of us who like to 
hold things in place. It is unsettling. Are we willing to tolerate the blowing of this wind as it unsettles all the 
binaries upon which we have built our sense of the world?

Interpersonal - In this origin story, creation happens through language. God creates things by speaking to 
the undifferentiated matter: “And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light.”  According to the writer 
of John’s gospel, this creative impulse is embodied in Jesus, the Word of God, who was there with God in the 
beginning, and through whom “all things were made” (John 1:2).
Words are powerful and are named as such throughout the Hebrew scriptures. According to Proverbs 
18:21, “Death and life are in the power of the tongue,” and, in Proverbs 30:32, readers are exhorted to 
“speak life to every situation around you.”

What do you and your community make of this investment of power in language? 
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Certainly, how we name things matters. Words call things into being by differentiating them from what lies 
around them, essentially parsing the world into chunks that are manageable for our minds. As we’ve seen 
above in the discussion of binaries, those named chunks then shape how we see the world, and it then takes 
effort to see it otherwise. Words draw epistemological borders that are challenging to transgress.
 
As an experiment, try looking at the object you know as a table as, instead, a slab of tree, or, if it is plastic, as 
the transfigured remains of ancient plants and animals. Several years ago, I heard someone name cut flowers 
as the harvested sex organs of plants, and I haven’t mindlessly plucked a blossom since.

The act of naming something conveys special status on that thing, or person, as anyone born before 1990 
knows. We waited eagerly to see who the host of Romper Room could see through her Magic Mirror. It 
meant something to be named by Miss Jean, or Miss Nancy, or Miss Molly, or Miss Sharon.
 
We name a holiday (like Christmas, like Epiphany), and it declares something “good” and worth celebrating 
or marking in some way.  That choice is highly political. What if we started celebrating Buzzing Day—the day 
the bees come out of hibernation? Or Bulb Day as the day when conditions are perfect for planting daffo-
dils or garlic? What are the holidays your community needs? How might celebrating those days change how 
people in your community see the world?

Our choices about how to name things have real political implications that affect people’s material lives. Is it 
a war or an occupation? A response to terrorism or a genocide? Are those being held hostage children or 
minors? It matters.

What are the issues in your community that could be reframed by naming them differently? Maybe it’s not 
a housing crisis—if there are plenty of empty but unaffordable units—but a “greed crisis” characterized 
by development without accountability. Maybe the problem is not poverty, but wealth. What creative new 
approaches are spoken into being with these changes in language?

 

Words for inspiration: 

“I Can Pilot my Own Heart”, conversation with Alok Vaid-Menon
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Georgia Medicaid Debacle Bolsters Progressive Case Against Work Requirements

Israeli military says Gaza ground offensive has expanded into urban refugee camps

War on Gaza: Palestinian doctor asks Biden how ‘many more need to die’ before US demands ceasefire

Former Baptist Leader Sees A Crise Of Fé In America — But Also A Way Forward

UChicago arrested pro-Palestine student protestors to protect investments in death 

[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought 

partners]
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