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Deuteronomy 18:15-20
Psalm 111
1 Corinthians 8:1-13
Mark 1:21-28

What links the texts this week? 

We must find not just the knowlegable but the prophetic among us. We must find the wise sages and 
true worshippers who know made-up gods when they encounter them. Who do we consider the 
authorities on human experience and spirituality? When is it time for shifts in who we recognize as 
authoritative? This may not be a matter of clean or unclean. It may be a matter of who can bear wit-
ness with those afflicted and see to their healing.

© 2024 enfleshed 

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

Call to worship* 

Beliefs claiming we don’t belong to one another,
Theologies denying the beauty of queerness,
Sources spreading toxic misinformation—
Quiet!

Ways of thinking that limit possibilities of liberation,
The desire to fulfill our longings through consumerism,
Ways of being, rooted in resignation & despair—
Come out of us!

The Living Christ rids the world of the ways of domination!
We celebrate the lifting away of what does not serve us,
We make room for the Ways of Life!

Opening Prayer

Compassionate Friend, 
We are grateful that our hearts can be open enough to heal,
and grateful to feel the sun of a new day on our faces.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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With the fragility of life, we know that these are not given.
We are grateful for veils pulled back. For truth revealed.
We will never normalize nor grow numb to death dealing ways.
We will stay connected to tenderness. We will practice hope.
Accompany us with steadfast wisdom & mercy, Oh God. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Let us organize our way to a hopeful present & a vibrant future. Let us co-create places to play, to grieve, 
to heal. Come, beloveds! We will plant seeds of possibility with our gathered resources. Together, we will 
pull the weeds of oppression & tend the ways of life. 

Prayer of Dedication

Protecting God, may our lives mirror the story of Jesus, who demanded a destructive spirit flee from 
a suffering person’s body. Bless the ways we undo harmful stories in our bodies, in our minds & in our 
communities. Companion us as we make room for the Way of Love to flow. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth accompanied by the Holy Spirit
who unravels the ways of the wicked,
who dissolves the logic of evil,
who lures us to our own healing,
that we might be compassion embodied,
rushing forth, refreshing, and free.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 What activities do your community members consider clean or unclean? How have people responded to others 
engaged in activity they see as unclean? How could the leaders in your community intervene in moments where 
the unconventional is being judged?

•	 How does your faith community embody its stances on imperialism and militarism? How can you learn from 
other religious traditions who have long taken up anti-imperialism?

•	 How does your congregation establish a balance between being prophetic and being likeable or consumer-
friendly? How can your spiritual community decrease the compromises it may make in service of likability?
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Application

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

Cosmic - “Are people born wicked? Or do they have wickedness thrust upon them? After all, she had a father, 
she had a mother, as so many do…”

These are the words uttered by Glinda the Good Witch in the musical Wicked, a prequel adaptation of The 
Wizard of Oz. The book and subsequent musical attempt to imagine what made The Wicked Witch (whose 
name is Elphaba) wicked. We come to learn that Elphaba was not always mean and menacing. She was once an 
outcast. Bullied. Misunderstood. Abandoned. And throughout the story, Elphaba continues to be set up against 
folks around her. It is no wonder that eventually, Elphaba gives in to everyone’s assumptions about her. By 
the climax of the musical, Elphaba proverbially chooses violence and leans into becoming the thing everyone 
believed about her. 

So, are people born wicked? Or do they have wickedness thrust upon them? 

Many films and novels have been written with this concept. Artists and authors have grasped for some truth 
about how wickedness enters the world. This is one of many ways that people try to understand the presence 
of evil in the world. It must come through humans, because a Good God would not be responsible for this. 

But it is not wickedness that makes Elphaba who she is. Instead, it is the people of Oz who antagonize Elphaba 
throughout the musical, confusing her and pushing her to the point of surrender. 

Could we then think about “unclean spirits” in this way? Even today, with all the knowledge we have about 
psychology, mental health, and holistic approaches to trauma, societally, it is not uncommon for people to 
refer to those they do not like as “demonic.” Plenty of queer and trans people have been prayed/preyed on in 
churches and had intercessory prayer mumbled over them against their consent to “pray the gay away.” We do 
not need to look so far back to see that people will often put a swath of undesirable people into the category 
of “demonic” or “unclean spirits.”

How should we think, then, about unclean spirits in this context? Most times that the word “unclean” is used 
in the New Testament gospels, it describes a spirit. But in the letters, it describes people or things. “Unclean” 
is not just about germs but about ceremonial and ritual norms. Unclean can describe something that “must be 
abstained from according to levitical law.” It can describe a “moral sense” as in “unclean in thought and life.” 

How do we discern, in 2024, which things are clean and unclean? 

2 Corinthians 6:14-17 uses this word “unclean,” and we can notice how such a narrative might be weaponized 
in a religious context.

14 Do not be mismatched with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and lawlessness have in common? Or what 
partnership is there between light and darkness? 15 What agreement does Christ have with Beliar? Or what does 
a believer share with an unbeliever? 16 What agreement has the temple of God with idols? For we are the temple 
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of the living God, as God said,

“I will live in them and walk among them,

    and I will be their God,

    and they shall be my people.

17 

Therefore come out from them,

    and be separate from them, says the Lord,

and touch nothing unclean;

    then I will welcome you…

	

“Be separate from them”

“Touch nothing unclean.”

“THEN I will welcome you.”

In this often-quoted passage, there are seeds for great violence. What does it mean to be “mismatched with 
unbelievers?” Believing in what? How did we get from Believing to Lawlessness? Why this grand contrast 
between light and dark? Are we supposed to assume that light is the good side? What dog whistle might be 
invoked in using the word “Beliar?” 

On Watch Night in Atlanta, a church went viral for doing the swag surf during service. According to The 
Fader, the swag surf is “the rare 21st-century pop song that’s consistently at the center of ceremonies with 
high degrees of blackness…it is unifying enough for folks to call it a negro spiritual with some earnestness.” 
Of course, not everyone liked the display of unity, citing the 2 Corinthians text to “come out from them, 
and be separate from them.” In other words, the dance irritated some church people because it was read as 
an inappropriate crossover of secular dances in sacred spaces.

This vignette highlights the challenges of working with texts that have been translated multiple times. What 
would happen if we replaced the word “unclean” with “unusual?” It might still hold the meaning that tells us 
a phenomenon is not common or expected. But the word “unusual” does not carry the weight of judgment 
in the way “unclean” does. It also offers us a chance to think about why something may not be a usual 
occurrence to witness. 

Structural - From the outset of this passage, responsible preachers and teachers have to be mindful 
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of the Christian Supremacy that surrounds these holy texts. At this point, there was no such thing as The 
Christian Church. There was no such thing as a church’s anniversary, there were no pastoral searches to 
post on LinkedIn, and certainly this was not the community of privilege. This is due primarily to the ways that 
Christ’s crew were understood to be a threat to the State. It is not until much later when Christianity can be 
absorbed by the State that it becomes synonymous with power, as it is today.	

Therefore, we must pay attention to the setting of this passage. It does not take place in a church. It happens 
on Sabbath in a synagogue. Jesus is not a pastor. He is a person who has studied the holy texts, as his peers 
would have been expected to do. He is not responding to Christian church people. He is talking to the 
scribes. 

These foundational truths must be held because Christian Supremacy is deeply anti-Semitic. It is antagonistic 
towards Judaism and exerts its might over any non-Christian belief. Given the ongoing genocide of 
Palestinians in Gaza and the inaccurate political conflation of Judaism with Israel (as well as Judaism with 
Zionism), it’s important for people of all faiths to be precise in our commitment to resisting Zionism and 
Anti-Semitism together. 	

To this end, we turn to anti-Zionist Jews who are both faithful and in solidarity with the freedom movement 
for oppressed peoples. The Jewish Voice for Peace has compiled a list of statements from Jews in solidarity 
with the Palestinian people. Included in this list is Laura Mandelberg who writes,

“Contrary to the myth that the Palestinian liberation movement is antisemitic, when I work for 
Palestinian freedom, I feel connected to my ancestors who suffered oppression, massacres, and genocide 
and wouldn’t want anyone else to live through the same horrors. I feel deeply rooted in my Jewish values 
- tikkun olam (repairing the world), pikuach nefesh (prioritizing the saving of lives above all else), tzedek 
(justice). My heart is broken, and at the same time, I feel stronger in community with other Jews who 
also refuse to let Israel commit genocide in our names.”

In this statement, Mandelberg calls upon values of their faith (tikkun olam, pikuach nefesh,  tzedek) to orient 
their moral commitments. These are values that have been imparted over time in their own life, and also 
across generations. Jesus, in this passage, also leans upon the values of his faith, too. But as he spoke in the 
synagogue, he astonished those listening. 

They went to Capernaum, and when the Sabbath came, he entered the synagogue and taught. They were astounded 
at his teaching, for he taught them as one having authority and not as the scribes. 

In this vignette, Jesus is described as having a different kind of pedagogy. The scribes were “amazed,” saying 
“What is this? A new teaching– with authority! He commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him.” 
There is excitement about what Jesus is able to do, but none of this happens without fluency in the holy 
texts. Which also means that someone had to teach Jesus the meaning of these texts. It also means that 
someone modeled a participatory pedagogy for him. Jesus does not become who he is without his religious 
community. His commitment to a particular kind of public ministry is not a departure from his religious 
community but in service of it. 

© 2024 enfleshed 
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However, sometimes people are not as welcoming of the public ministry of prophets in our midst. In 
Charleston at Mother Emanuel AME, President Joe Biden’s campaign speech was interrupted by a cohort 
of protestors. At the site of a White Supremacist massacre in 2015 to highlight the “poison of White 
supremacy” that “has no place in America,” the contradictions leaped from the pulpit. According to a 
press release from Free Palestine Charleston, six members of the organization participated in a planned 
disruption during President Joe Biden’s speech to draw attention to his “refusal to call for a ceasefire, 
ongoing arms transfers to Israel without Congress approval, and failure to acknowledge that Israel’s actions 
constitute genocide as outlined in the U.N. Genocide Convention.” Further, they argued, “he is more than 
complicit in genocide, he is an active participant.”

Unfortunately, while in the sanctuary, these protestors were not met with amazement at this pedagogy of 
protest. Instead, the crowd jeered at them. They ushered the protestors out, and the crowd cheered, “Four 
more years!” Pastor Darien Jones  of Moncks Corner AME responded to the protest by saying “I stand 
in the heritage of protest that birthed the AME church to issue the only righteous call: to ‘study war no 
more.’”

 Interpersonal - They were amazed, and they kept on asking one another, “what is this? A new teaching…”

Each of us has been the new kid on the block at some point in our lives. We may have been new to school, 
to work, to a church, to a neighborhood. As we find ourselves learning the new place, we also find the new 
place learning us. Over time, our reputation begins to develop. People come to have opinions about who 
we are, how we fit in, and what we mean to a given space. 

At once his fame began to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee.

Who are your favorite authors? Artists? Thinkers? How do you come to create your personal pantheon 
of musicians and choreographers? For many, we stumble across artists because they have been promoted 
(at the industry’s expense) on our timelines and on our radios. With the eerie advent of AI visual, musical 
and literary art, it is important to think about the humans involved with our most beloved artwork. Nora 
Loreto writes, 

“AI poses an existential threat to the artist. If AI can learn how to paint, write, create or design from 
our works, it will always be steps ahead of the artists. And if society continues to consume art that is 
easily made by AI, a business case under capitalism for being an artist becomes impossible.”

But even if AI art were regulated by politicians and industrial standards (an unlikely possibility), we would 
still need to contend with the presence of capitalist influence on art.

In a recent interview with “The Cutting Room Floor” podcast, rapper Yasiin Bey was asked to share 
his opinion about the landscape of hip hop. It’s worth reflecting on, especially given the wealth of 50th 
Anniversary events in the last year. 
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“Drake is pop to me…In the sense like, if I was in Target in Houston and I heard a Drake song, it feels like a 
lot of his music is compatible with shopping. Or shopping with an edge, in certain instances.”

Noticeably uncomfortable with the question, Bey continued to say that Drake was “likable” but he 
wondered what would be on our playlists during “the collapse of an empire.” Chillingly, he continued:

“Are we not in some early stage of that at this present hour? Buying and selling—where’s the message that I 
can use? What’s in it for your audience?”	

What Bey is offering is an investigation into the word “pop.” Pop, being short for “popular,” doesn’t have a 
standard sound. It’s an amorphous, in some ways, genre that refers to music that has “popular appeal.” In the 
1960’s other language to describe this genre would include “Best Seller in stores,” “Most played by Jockeys,” 
or “most played in jukeboxes.” Bey’s lament is that what was once an art form that directly confronted 
the impacts of Empire (less than dignified housing, insufficient school resources, ongoing police brutality, 
patriarchal violence) is now an art form that is “compatible with shopping.” 	

This temptation is present in every industry. Publishing, healthcare, art, technology, spiritual care and so many 
other fields have the capacity to encourage a dynamic of being so “likable” that we are “compatible with 
shopping.” It is, therefore, the responsibility of those who imagine themselves as stewards of those traditions 
to resist that temptation. 

As the Black American saying goes, “Good meat makes its own gravy.” 

	  At once his fame began to spread throughout the surrounding region of Galilee.

This verse is haunting because it is not the end of the chapter, but it is the end of this particular lectionary 
passage. What exactly do people say about Jesus here? What is his fame attached to? How far into the 
surrounding region is Jesus known and recognizable? We are meeting the version of Jesus whose fame is 
rising. Soon, he will have to make decisions about his code of ethics and his political commitments. 

Later on in his ministry, Jesus will be tempted by the Devil. Matthew 4 describes an encounter in which Jesus 
is already famished after fasting for forty days and forty nights. The Devil tempts Jesus with bread, but also 
with power and protection. The devil, at least in this narrative, understands that “all the kingdoms of the 
world and their glory” could be a temptation for Christ. Yet he refuses to be tempted and says, “worship the 
Lord your God and serve only him,” a passage from the scriptures. In this instance, we see that deep study 
(both individually and among collectives) can serve as an anchor.	

How do you, then, remain principled in a world that wants us to become “compatible with shopping?” What 
are some ways that we can resist the temptation to seek fame and fortune for the sake of fame and fortune? 
Are there things you want to be known for? 
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Words for inspiration:

Jewish elders chain themselves to White House, demand ceasefire in Gaza

  
Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Albemarle OKs $2M for affordable housing developments

‘Free Money’: Executives at Failing Train Company Joke About Making Money at the Taxpayer’s Expense

A huge battery has replaced Hawaii’s last coal plant

Israel-Palestine live: Dozens killed in fresh assault by Israel in central, northern Gaza

War on Gaza: How Israel killed Palestinians waiting for food trucks in northern Gaza
[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought 
partners]
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