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TEXTS

January 21, 2024

Jonah 3:1-5, 10

Psalm 62:5-12

1 Corinthians 7:29-31
Mark 1:14-20

What links the texts this week?

Many of our siblings exist in precarity. Thoese of us with no place to live but in harm’s way have
nothing to lose. When your land has been taken from underneath your ancestral bed, when health
and safety are more likely to be threatened than guarunteed, when it seems that the world has turned
against you, what stops you from taking a risk? Our scriptures speak to the hunger strikers, the
conscientious objectors, the tree huggers, and the table-shakers who ignore law enforcement. When
the swell of debt reaches your nose or when the blasts feel dangerously close, priority can shift from
self-preservation to communal prosperity. The individual in continuous danger might cease to think

as an individual. They lean into danger knowing that the Divine is their hope for deliverance. May we
never force them to bear the risk alone.

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

Jesus, teacher of radical Love says:
Come, follow me.

Christ, turning empire on its head says:
Come, follow me.

The Holy Spirit who troubles the waters of Liberation beckons:
Come, follow me.

Like a school of fish, we swim together towards abundance:
Come, we say to one another, follow me.
We will set one another free.

Opening Prayer

Risk Taking God, you do not go along to get along. You ask that we live with intention and integrity,
courageously aligning our lives with solidarity & gritty compassion. You invite us to shirk off the ways of
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power over and stretch out into our birthright of mutual abundance. The kin-dom of God is near. The
mushrooms under our feet whisper of rich soil. The trees pass wisdom through their roots. The Orcas
have plans that do not involve hoarded wealth. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

We fish for people like this: creating communities where every person is caught by a net of care, a web of
tenderness. Come, let us gather our gifts today, that no person is left floundering for resources, that no
person is left floundering for love.

Prayer of Dedication

Living Water, may the work of solidarity we dedicate ourselves to in our communities join with the tide
of liberation across all lands. Freedom!—for people, plants, animals, earth, & ocean—is our fervent prayer.
We dedicate our collected resources and gifts to mutual liberation. Amen.

Benediction

Amidst narratives of empire,

and stories rooted in supremacy,

the Wiley Way of Love beckons:

Follow me, She says.

Flow into the Wide Water of Possibility.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Does your tradition worship a God who takes sides? Are faith leaders in your tradition allowed to take
sides! What liturgical or other spiritual practices develop protective space for sides-taking in your faith
community?

*  What does it look like for a spiritual fellowship to take the side against genocide? How is that stance
embodied in worship?

* How often do those in your congregation have conversations about the powers that cause our
suffering? Can your leadership name the dominant forces responsible for struggles that the
disempowered may blame themselves for?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him).

Cosmic - The risk the disciples took when they left the beach of Galilee to follow Jesus resulted from Jesus
taking a risk of his own. People tend to read an unemotional, almost robotic, attitude in the characters of this
story, as an aloof and stoic Jesus says “Follow me”, and the disciples follow in an equally calm and cool manner.
| imagine there was great fear and uncertainty for the disciples, but | think there’s a strong possibility that Jesus
shared that fear and uncertainty too.The call of the disciples is a risky move on both ends.

As the Jesus stories evolved in early Christianity, there was a deemphasizing of the role of John the Baptist in
Jesus’s life.” We see clues of this in the ways that Matthew and Luke edited Mark’s story of Jesus’s baptism, for
example. Matthew adds dialogue of John trying to deter Jesus from being baptized and begging Jesus to baptize
him instead. Meanwhile, Luke does a sloppy job of skimming through it, saying “Now when all the people were
baptized and when Jesus also had been baptized and was praying, the heaven was opened...” It’s possible that
Luke avoided explicitly saying “John baptized Jesus” to avoid describing Jesus in a submissive position to John.
The gospel of John excludes the baptism altogether and turns John the Baptist to strictly an evangelist for
Jesus. John the Baptist was likely more popular than Jesus during his ministry and for some years after, so early
Christians would have had to find a way to distinguish Jesus’s movement from John’s.

In Mark, the earliest gospel, we get a small glimpse of the significant influence John the Baptist had on Jesus in
our passage that begins with Jesus launching his ministry directly after John is arrested. After his baptism, Jesus
doesn’t return home but goes into the wilderness, perhaps to continue learning as a disciple of John.Then
when John is arrested, Jesus (sorry y’all, | just have to say it) takes the wheel. Jesus adopts John’s radical message
of the coming kingdom of God and puts hands and feet to the vision by taking it back to the working people of
Galilee.

The glimpse of a vulnerable, uncertain, risk-taking Jesus that we can see throughout Mark dissolves almost
entirely by the time we get to the gospel of John. Our present context doesn’t require us to prove that Jesus
is greater than John the Baptist like the context of early Christianity did, so | enjoy the opportunity to recover
this image of Jesus as a man who begins his journey by learning from other revolutionary thinkers before
starting his own movement. | wonder if Jesus was afraid that he wasn’t quite ready when John’s arrest forced
him to make a move. Before asking his first disciples to take the risk of leaving their home to follow him,

Jesus had to take the risk of leaving his home to follow John.Then, he had to take an even bigger risk when he
launched his ministry.

To take a risk is to move in the opposite direction of self-preservation.The type of life God calls us to is a life
that embraces risk, because before we risked, God risked first. The creation of the universe is a risk. God creates
free creatures that have the potential to fail. The Talmud creatively reimagines God’s risk at the moment of God
hovering over the dark, chaotic face of the deep at the beginning of it all:

1 Reza Aslan, Zealot: The Life and Times of Jesus of Nazareth (New York: Random House, 2013), 86-89.
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“Twenty-six attempts preceded the present genesis, all of which were destined to fail. The world of
man [sic] has arisen out of the chaotic heart of the preceding debris ...“Let’s hope it works” (Halway
Sheyaamod), exclaimed God as he created the World, and this hope, which has accompanied all the
subsequent history of the world and mankind, has emphasized right from the outset that this history is
branded with the mark of radical uncertainty.”

The incarnation is a risk. God is enfleshed as a fallible and vulnerable human in precarious life conditions
from birth to death. Pentecost is a risk. The movement of the Spirit depends on the response of humans.
The first Christians must fan the pentecostal flame in order to manifest the gifts that the Spirit provides.
God invites us to risk as They risk. On the beach by the Sea of Galilee Jesus calls his disciples to risk as he
risks. This is the life we have a sacred opportunity to follow.

Structural - So where does Jesus go to recruit his first disciples? Jesus doesn’t go to the farming villages
of Galilee, like his hometown, Nazareth. He goes to the fishing villages. A significant number of Jesus’s
disciples were from fishing villages around the Sea of Galilee. After recruiting Simon Peter, Andrew, James,
and John from Bethsaida, on the north side of the sea, Jesus and his first disciples resided in Capernaum, on
the northwest side of the sea, during the first year of his ministry. Mary Magdalene was from Magdala, on
the west side of the sea.

So why the sea? In the decade prior to Jesus’s ministry Romanization reached Galilee in a way that

had been primarily seen in Judea. Herod Antipas, driven by ambitions to become the King of the Jews,
strategically moved his capital to Tiberias and funded it by commercializing the lake. Following in his father’s
footsteps, who built a capital city in Judea and named it Caesarea (after Caesar), Herod Antipas built a new
capital city in Galilee in 20 CE, and named it after the new Caesar, Tiberius.?

The commercialization of the lake, and an increased tax base through taxing fishermen for their boats,
fishing materials, and catches fueled discontent among the fishing communities. Historian John Dominic
Crossan highlights the underlying tension in this scene by the sea, explaining, “When Jesus’s message is that
the kingdom of God is about justice on this earth and its fair distribution, he’s talking to people who've just
experienced what unfair maldistribution looks like.”*

When Jesus sought out disciples, there was no need for tryouts, interviews, or internships. He went to
the place where the people would already have such a deep understanding of the reality of the need for
change that all he would need to say is “follow me.” For those at the margins, life is risk all the way down. |
wonder if the disciples thought it would be an even greater risk to stay on that beach and risk leaving the

2 André Neher, “Vision du temps et de 'histoire dans la culture juive,” in Les cultures et le

temps (Paris: Payot, 1975), p. 179, quoted in Prigogine and Stengers, Order out of Chaos,

p. 313.

3 John Dominic Crossan, “Jesus and the Challenge of Collaborative Eschatology”, in The Historical Jesus: Five Views ed.
James K. Beilby & Paul R. Eddy (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2009), 112-116.

4 https://youtu.be/x2M)UueVL70?si=RKy653i_6RBujiQZ
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oppression of their people unchanged.

Where do we find places that are as desperate for change today? Unfortunately, the same land that Jesus
walked is still such a place.The Sea of Galilee is still under imperial occupation, except it’s no longer Rome,
but the modern state of Israel. Palestinian theologian Mitiri Raheb and Cuban American theologian Miguel De
La Torre describe the brutal reality of occupation that affects both the body and mind:

“Occupation is more treacherous than simply controlling the land of others, for it encompasses the
domination of one’s very sense of being.To be occupied is a radical denial of human flourishing, a
suppression of indigenous stories, a rejection of the other’s humanity. And yet, for the vast majority of
those who inhabit two-thirds of the world’s land mass, occupation has historically been a way of being.”

Whatever occupation we find, we can be certain that God is on the side of the occupied. I've been thinking a
lot about Palestinian Lutheran pastor, Munther Isaac’s Christmas sermon he gave to his church in Bethlehem
on December 23,2023. His church built a manger of baby Jesus surrounded by rubble.“If Jesus were to be
born today,” Isaac said, ’he would be born under the rubble.”

“In our pain, anguish, and lament, we have searched for God, and found him under the rubble in Gaza.
Jesus himself became the victim of the very same violence of the empire when he was in our land. He
was tortured, crucified. He bled out as others watched. He was killed and cried out in pain,“My God,
where are you?” In Gaza today, God is under the rubble.”

| keep thinking about what it would be like for Jesus to be born today. Under the threat of Israeli military
violence, a young mother today would have even more difficulty finding refuge in Bethlehem to have her child
than Mary did in the first century. The chances that a Palestinian child could survive long enough to grow up
and lead a movement like Jesus are slim.

Personal - As we imagine the kind of wholehearted risks we are called to take in our personal lives and

in our communities we must also remember to practice wholehearted care and discernment.The image of
the disciples faithfully dropping their nets to follow Jesus is commonly used by Christian leaders to pressure
people into making harmful decisions. Christian leaders have pressured individuals to practice the radical faith
of the disciples in this passage by walking away from support networks that those individuals could potentially
not survive without.A lot of us don’t have the luxury of robust support systems that would allow us to walk
away from family members, churches, schools, and jobs.When the message of dropping your nets to follow
Jesus comes from a place of privileged ignorance, then it can be dangerous.VVe especially see this privileged
ignorance in pastors who are able to work for the church full time with no need for supplemental income to
provide for their family.VWWe must be aware of the diverse conditions our communities come from when we
preach about a life of sacred risk-taking.

5 Miguel A. De La Torre & Mitri Raheb, Resisting Occupation: A Global Struggle for Liberation (Lanham: Rowman & Little-
field, 2023), 1.
6 https://youtu.be/aEGiANa0-ol?si=SNFLBWDEIDxjeYvY
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The other day | saw a video of a woman talking about why she tends to not take advice from men, even if
it’s successful men through self-help books or podcasts, because their advice tends to not be “applicable
to women, and mothers in particular’” The video was in response to a clip she watched of a famous

and successful male YouTuber being interviewed by a famous and successful male podcaster about how
he became successful, and the risks he had to take to get there. In the interview he talks about having

an unexpected child with his girlfriend as a teenager, and then when they broke up a few years later he
moved from Connecticut to New York City to follow his dreams.The interview then becomes about his
perseverance and courage to grind through the difficult years of living precariously in the most expensive
city until he found success. But where’s the child he had? It doesn’t matter to the two men who continue
talking about why people need to follow their example and be willing to take similar risks to succeed.The
woman responding to the video points out how the risks talked about in the video would be impossible
while caring for a two-year-old child, and this man’s success was made possible by the fact that his child’s
mother cared for, supported and raised their child without him. She acknowledges that if the roles were
reversed the mother would talk about “what she did for childcare, how she paid for everything for that
child, where they lived, who supported her, what was her village like...because those things were critical to
her success if she had success but for him it wasn’t critical because he had her”

Think about the times in your life when you were pressured to take risks that were more harmful than
helpful. Think about the ways that those pressures may have manifested into a voice within you that
continues pressuring you and guilt-tripping you to work more and sacrifice more.We can choose to give
those internal voices less power.And we can start treating ourselves with care so that when we do need to
take risks we can be invigorated enough to take action.

In French philosopher; Anne Dufourmantelle’s book, In Praise of Risk she talks about decisive moments of
risk as “a moment of conversion.” But these risky moments of conversion emerge in our lives without
the need of leaders forcing these decisive moments through guilt. The disciples weren’t guilt-tripped

into dropping their nets.“When there really is a danger that must be faced in order to survive”, Anne
Dufourmantelle said in an interview, “there is a strong incentive for action, dedication and surpassing
oneself”. Choosing to surpass yourself is a decision that only you can make for yourself, but when the time
comes to make that decision, we must be ready.

Six years after Anne Dufourmantelle published In Praise of Risk, she drowned while attempting to rescue
two children caught in a strong current at Pampelonne beach near St.-Tropez, France.The children were
saved by lifeguards, but she did not survive. Following her death, journalists were quick to point out how
she died following her own philosophy of embracing risk.

God lures us through these kinds of decisive moments of risk. It’s not a lure of guilt, but one of passion and
compassion. Sometimes it’s as big as risking your life, other times it’s as small as an act of kindness. Our
conversion lies on the other side.And it’s a conversion toward more love and liberation.

7 https://www.tiktok.com/t/ZT8Xpksk]/
8 Anne Dufourmantelle, In Praise of Risk (New York: Fordham University Press, 2019), 2.
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Words for inspiration:

Explore the interactive life expectancy map on the CDC’s website.

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Skipping School: America’s Hidden Education Crisis
Israel-Palestine live: Famine, drought and epidemics a ‘triangle of death in Gaza’

Israeli TV show celebrates soldier’s jokes amidst the demolition of Palestinian homes in Khan Younis

Add Your Voice: Take on Big Pharma!

How apartheid history shaped South Africa’s gsenocide case against Israel

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

Commentaries Author

Damon Garcia (he/him) is a writer, video essayist, and public theologian
for a liberative Christianity. His work is inspired by liberation theology,
decolonial theory, and anti-capitalist politics as he helps people unsettle
and untangle the influence of Christian teachings developed to justify
colonization. He is the author of The God Who Riots: Taking Back the
Radical Jesus (Broadleaf Books, 2022). He lives in Santa Maria, California.
Follow Damon’s work on Twitter @whoisdamon and at damongarcia.
com.
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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.

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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