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TEXTS

January 14, 2024

1 Samuel 3:1-10, (11-20)
Psalm 139:1-6, 13-18

1 Corinthians 6:12-20
John 1:43-51

What links the texts this week?

We may still be learning the sound of God’s voice. Do we know the God who is unconcerned with
fornication as we have come to understand it through the peering, voyeuristic gaze of the patriachy?
Do we know the God who can be raised in a hood like Nazareth? Do we know the God who knows
us well enough to defend our character against acusers and enemies? The divine may not arrive in
the ways that we expect. Divine power rests with the defamed and fugitive. We find our intimate,
inescapable connection with God only when Love leads the way.

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

Call to Worship

We are precious to the Unfolding of the Cosmos.
We are important to the plan of Holy Love.

Each one of us, a universe in & of ourselves.
Each wildflower, a blessed life.

Can you feel how God delights in us?!—

How She sighs, contently, when we mirror her Compassion.
How She dances with joy when we relish Wonder.

Her Miraculous Care permeates every cell.
Her Attentive Delight shines through our very being.

We praise God because we are fearfully & wonderfully made.
Opening Prayer

God of Delight, may our thoughts be like yours. Not once have you dreamed of a jail cell or a mistile. Not
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once have you dreamed of endless extraction or mindless consumption. Your dreams have nothing to do
with scraping for survival. Expand our imagination to be as wise and wild as yours. Make our dreams for
collective thriving so vivid that they permeate each of our waking hours. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

When we feel scattered, the Holy hems us in. When we feel lonely, the Holy places their hand on our
shoulder. And so, as reflections of Divine Love, we do the same for each other—picking up each other’s
pieces, showing up gently with compassion and presence. We gather our offerings this day, that it may be
so.

Prayer of Dedication

Mysterious Love, we long to relax in the wonder of our own being, to feel the ways in which our life
is tethered to the teeming splendor of all life. Ve dedicate our offerings to our inherent worthiness of
wellbeing & to the truth that grief and joy can rest side by side. Amen.

Benediction
Go forth you splendid creation of the cosmos,
relishing how the Holy delights in you

and tenderly treating life with the reverence it deserves,
that God’s dreams of collective flourishing might be our own.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  What theology do your and co-leaders in your faith espouse regarding God’s immeasurable knowlege
of us? Is God omniscient in your tradition? How can God’s intimate and inescapable knowing of human-
ity provide reliable comfort for those struggling?

* How transparent are the finances and movements of resources within your faith organization? In what
ways can church resource stewardship be made more transparent to those providing resources?

*  How does your community show support to those in hiding? How could your community leverage its
resources to act as accomplices to community members hiding from power?
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Application

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

Cosmic - One of the most treasured forms of care | can receive from those who know me well is making
concerted efforts to keep me warm. 78-8 | degrees Farenheit is the comfortable room temperature range

for my body. It can be very hard for someone “normal” to remember that | experience at least 5-10 degrees
cooler temperature than everyone else.Those who remember best tend to be those who have touched my
skin to find it unsettlingly frigid. Elijah McClain was killed because the police, a role based on fear not intimacy,
didn’t care to know him - he like myself was anemic, and he had on the ski mask that made him appear
“sketchy” because he was cold. As these full-coverage face masks grow in popularity, local governments are
still responding with fear and criminalization.VWe have much higher expectations of those who know us best.
We know that intimacy should be commensurate with care. VWe know that a God who knows us so intimately
should care.

Sobonfu Some is a prolific Burkinabe spiritualist, writer, and bearer of Dagara culture whose work, particularly
in The Spirit of Intimacy, explains how the elders in a village arrange marriages and consult Spirit on their
suitability for the couple and the community. | had the pleasure of witnessing a conversation around these
customs where one person had such an insightful response to these customs.The Black, feminine voice
expressed her inner tension from actively resisting a reading of Western cultural decay into these Dagara
sacred traditions.VWestern xenophobia portrays arranged marriage as this hyper-paternalistic formation solely
for control and completely absent of genuine affection. Meanwhile a Black, gender-marginalized critical thinker
held concerns about women’s autonomy in tension with a decision to privilege and celebrate an indigenous
cultural expression of intimacy that empowers elders to love their community well.

| wish to apply the wisdom of this interlocutor in our examination of Psalms 139 - should we read control
into divine activity in this passage, this is valid. This is not difficult to do firstly because of tyrannical portrayals
of the Divine in scripture but also because our minds are warped by our own context.VVe traverse troubled
terrain where this sort of intense scrutiny or information hoarding can suggest surveillance instead of care.
One where despotic, masculine hands can inspect and control a womb they know nothing about. One where
the only people with this totalitarian level of knowing are TechBro villains who control our algorithms. Anyone
knowing so much more about you than you know about yourself will have a disempowering effect.

How we read this text could be either homage or an indictment of the leadership we have experienced. I've
also seen leaders who are cultish in their strategies read care into this passage to reinforce the hierarchical
separation between our human ignorance and God’s transcendent, unapproachable genius.While we are
confronted with the unsurpassable knowing of the divine, the lectionary selection does not adequately convey
that this deep knowing is not knowledge just for omniscience’s sake or to enable any violent scheme against
the speaker.The lectionary selection bypasses some of the clues we could use to clearly recognize the speaker.
Even if we entertain this Psalm’s less-than-reliable attribution to David, should we be reading him here as a
military mogul or as a fugitive in hiding? To access the text as one in service of liberation, we can choose to
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read from the bottom - from the perspective of the fugitive - even if the text endeavors otherwise.

For a fugitive, those who know the hideout have leverage against the person seeking protection.Those who
know the fugitive intimately also can use their freedom of movement to assemble the evidence that may
exonerate them or; at the very least, lessen their sentence. Such was the burden of Elijah McClain’s family
broadcasting his medical condition to explain his ski mask. Such is the work of many families who circulate
petitions for their loved ones’ pardons - people who were sentenced to death or decades of captivity for
misjudgments of their young adulthood (or most often an under-resourced childhood) spend their days
trying to prove to a profit-motivated legal system that their actions are in no way representative of their
identity or aspirations. They assemble profiles with certifications, degrees, letters, publications, and all other
materials that may overturn the state’s narrative branding a complex human being with a one-dimensional,
dehumanizing social construction of the “criminal”. It is those who know them best that can reject the
state’s categorization of their beloved and (re)present them most accurately.

God’s deep and incomparable knowing of our inmost parts is so we may be revealed as full human beings
who have needs, get cold, act on impulses, demand love, and evolve. At its best, the Dagara people’s
marriage arrangement practice is a deeply intimate act of care from elders who know the young adults and
the community as fully and intimately as a maker knows their own creation. At its best, our algorithmic
overreach could instead be used to pinpoint and respond to community needs. At Their best, God is a
Mama who has used her womb to knit each of our precious capillaries into place. Hers is not the rapacious
gaze of a conqueror but the compassionate inspection of a Parent who notices the fussy baby getting sleepy
well before the baby yawns.

Structural - We keep scrolling. A little more. Our careful crawl through the barely-intelligible document
stirs up suspense as young, expectant eyes await their treasure.We scan the sacred text like that of
something once hidden, now reluctantly revealed. The enchiridion glows brighter as we approach its most
valuable secrets. Familiar names begin to emerge, and the awe quiets our reverent silence.The liturgy
climaxes as | utter aloud from the forbidden ledger, “Reportable compensation from the organization”.The
Holy 990 has spoken.

People generally don’t expect this kind of transparency from power.They don’t know that 990s exist, much
less a federal requirement, and it warms my soul to see folks’ eyes widen as we dig out the salaries of the
people whose decisions directly impact their lives. | remember feeling a similar surprise attending one of my
first Quaker meetings which happened to be the monthly business meeting day. Anyone could stay and hear
about the state of the organization.

Information is power. Data is power. Churches are nonprofits, and transparency about the church’s dealings
are not the norm.The text is spoken from the position of one who has nothing to hide and nothing to lose.
We see this as a fertile ground for stellar interpersonal ethics, but horrible strategy for institutions and
organizations.Why is that, and what does this say about our organizations?

A couple of years ago, | broke down while | was doing my taxes for aW2 and two 1099s across two states.
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| was down to the wire, and anyone who could help me was asleep. The combination of being fearful of
missing the deadline, the high-ish stakes of doing it wrong, and being furious that the difficulty of the process
is part of its demonic design left me with ancestral rage and nobody to fight. So | cried.

We may rest assured, however, that The Pentagon doesn’t have to worry about being embarrassed in this
way. Given that they are required to mediate the movement of some of the government’s most mammoth
measures of monies, and since any mistakes they make mean mismanagement of public and private payment
into a trusted system, it only makes sense that this fiscal behemoth would be allowed a string of failed audits

and unexplained hemmorhaging of taxpayer funds. Dwayne David Paul rightfully reads the rogue institution
and its accomplices for filth saying,

“for American politicians, far from asking,‘How will we pay for that? when it comes to defense spending,
no even one knows what ‘that’ entails. The Pentagon has never passed an audit. In fact, it is only in the last
five years that it began to attempt to do so, after years of refusing to obey the Congressional mandate...
Starting in the 1990s, the federal government mandated that its agencies pass an annual audit. For more

than 20 years, while other agencies fell in line with the new accountability standards, the Department of
Defense did not.”

This passage’s emphasis on the inescapability of our God has something to say about authority, stewardship,
responsibility, and intimacy. It is God’s responsibility as our Creator to know us intimately including the
inward parts that have been knit together to form us.The speaker in this text bares all to establish their
innocence - nothing to hide.What does it mean, then when the institutions we create and steward, allegedly

for the public good, are no longer known by us. It seems that they have then taken on an alternative if not
adversarial character and mission.

Sometimes we call it mission creep. It’s when you start with the mission in one place but then you turn your
back on it and these little feet emerge from underneath it and begin to tip-toe away.You turn back toward
it, and it’s still - you can’t really tell that it moved, but as soon as you turn your back again those little feet
are back to work, stalking some prey that you're not even aware of.You suspect something is afoot and whip
around to find your mission off in the distance, consumed by a less familiar cause.

“The Defense Department’s audit is a combination of 27 probes into its network of agencies that are
responsible for more than $7 trillion of assets and liabilities. The comptroller’s annual report found
that only seven of the 27 met generally accepted accounting standards...Once again, when asked to
demonstrate that it had a handle on waste, fraud, and abuse, the Department of Defense’s only real
answer was for us to have faith and give it even more resources to cast into the void. Democracy is
impossible without public accountability.”

An institution that cannot achieve transparency for its funders and constituents is an institution that refuses
to be held accountable. Knowing this, our speaker is insisting upon his absolute transparency as he asks God
for protection from those against him. May the speaker in this passage inspire us to opt for transparency in
the ways we transact our own worldbuilding.
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Interpersonal - Only the final phase of my mission awaited me - unlock and purchase. | scanned
behind the CVS back counter and saw who appeared to be a Black queer man seated and occupied with
pharmaceutical duties. | intentionally stopped in front of him, siphoning comfort from our queerness.“Hi, |
just need this unlocked.” | basked in my good fortune, but certainly too soon.

“Oh, you can take it up to the front, they’ll unlock it for you.”

The opposite of the response | wanted. | thanked the innocent pharmacist, shielding them from my
annoyance, and slowly made my way back to the front. | reach the front, and the consternation descends on
me when an older Black woman approaches to ring me up. | autopiloted through the purchase and was soon
back in my car.

In my body, there was a danger in being exposed. Even with no actual threat, | felt tense awaiting her
judgment.Where | normally take great joy in Black women being unprofessional in their workplaces, |
dreaded any commentary on my “unholy” purchase. | can only imagine what that experience may be like for
a kiddo in a conservative area steeped in evangelical purity values... Even worse when they know and attend
church with half the cashiers in a 5-mile radius. How would they get their Plan B? How would they hide the
possible extra week of menstruation that proved the drug’s effects?

When | visited home and my evangelical parents a few weeks later with an [UD newly (painfully) inserted,
| knew | would have to lie to my mother once she asked me if | was feeling okay. | wasn’t, but | didn’t want
to tell her my choice for my body. | knew she wouldn’t approve even if she would no longer scold me. So
there | was hiding my truth from my creators who supposedly know me best. Her commitment to sex-
negative theologies has made a life in hiding my wisest option to maintain a stable relationship.Who in our
faith communities may be forced into hiding to remain in relationship with us? The lectionary sidesteps the
Psalmist’s response to being placed in such a desperate scenario:

O that you would kill the wicked, O God, and that the bloodthirsty would depart from me— those who speak of
you maliciously and lift themselves up against you for evill Do | not hate those who hate you, O Lord? And do |
not loathe those who rise up against you? | hate them with perfect hatred; | count them my enemies. Search me,
O God, and know my heart; test me and know my thoughts. See if there is any wicked way in me, and lead me

in the way everlasting.
Psalms[39:19-24 NRSVUE

Now, | certainly wouldn’t petition God to perish an aging CVS cashier or my beloved mother, both of whom
would exponentially more misguided than wicked in whatever judgments they might have against my choices.
| don’t hate them, they are not bloodthirsty, and not even a fraction of their energies are spent conspiring
evils against the frail. They, like many, have been influenced by more pernicious opponents with a penchant
for punching down.According to the less popular lines of Psalm 139, where power punches down, we have
scriptural justification to ask God to punch back, particularly when we are found not guilty. This redemptive
ask, though, can only be made when we carry deep knowlege of our own righteousness, pressing it to our
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chests even as depravity rhetoric attempts to wrench it from our collective conscious. Only then do we
trust that God knows us far too intimately to police our choices for our bodies, our identities, and our
responses to systemic hostility.

What if, for many young people of faith, their elders’ disapproving scowl! has been superimposed over the
face of God? What if, by your control-impassioned scrutiny, you have made yourself someone’s idol? What if
your progeny practice a plasticized piety to please you and your faith leaders, not for Love.What if someone
in your house of worship is the reason why a righteous sibling lives in hiding?

Words for inspiration:

Check out Bit Tyrants by Rob Larson for a more thorough expose on the data industry’s
overreach into our lives.

Sources

https://www.ncronline.org/obinion/guest-voices/why-catholics-should-obbose-massive-increases-defense-sbendin

https://www.essence.com/news/ritual-and-renewal/

https://www.nytimes.com/article/who-was-elijah-mcclain.html

https://abcnews.go.com/US/jury-reaches-verdict-trial-2-paramedics-charged-connection/
story?id=105806 | 32#:~:text=McClain%20was%20unarmed%20and%20wearing,he%20was%20%22being%20

suspicious.%22

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

UK government enforces ban on Nigerians, others bringing in dependants
Moroccan army intercepts over 1,100 Spain-bound migrants

Harvard President Claudine Gay Resigns, Shortest Tenure In University History

GA grade-school library embraces, teaches technology

Concern grows over WYV kids losing Medicaid coverage

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

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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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.

© 2024 enfleshed




