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TEXTS
February 25, 2024

Genesis 17:1-7, 15-16
Psalm 22:23-31

Romans 4:13-25

Mark 8:31-38 or Mark 9:2-9

What links the texts this week?

Generations are family and multitudes. Our ancestors are our foremothers and our collective inspira-
tions. We claim our legends as we claim each other. Our acknowlegement of the multitudes within us
is divine. We seek God in the stories of those who came before us knowing that we are the culmina-
tion of their greatness. Our nations are of righteous common heritagee, and our power is in remem-
bering them. We look to our Greatest Parent and all parents who followed them in worship. Ve give
praise to our mothers who made a way.

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

Call to worship*

Get behind us, empires and death-dealing politicians!

Get behind us, consumerism and corporate greed!
Get behind us, ambivalence and numbing out!

Get behind us, excuses and rigid thinking!

Guide the way, community and wise teachers!

Guide the way, simplicity and generosity!

Guide the way, devotion and mindfulness!

Guide the way, courage and expansive dreams!

We gather, rejecting what shrivels our souls,
and guided by Liberating Love. Let us Worship God.

Opening Prayer

What good is it for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul? Living Christ, guide us

in divesting from the ways of the world rooted in violence and indifference. Accompany us in soulful
living—deeply invested in each other’s thriving and courageously practicing hope—that we might be the
embodiment of your Compassionate Kin-dom. Amen.
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Invitation to Offering

The Soulful Spirit moves, breathes, and stirs in the margins. She does not concern Herself with power-
over. She lives in refugee camps and hovers along border walls. She goes out in the night and paints
messages of resistance on the homes of the hoarders of wealth. We will embody the Love of God with our
resources—gathering on the fringes to plot our collective thriving. Come, let us gather our gifts.

Prayer of Dedication

Strong and Kind God—we know suffering for suffering’s sake is not redemptive. Difficult days at the
hands of evil systems do not glorify you. You despise when creatures and land live and die in conditions of
desolation! Bless our resources towards accountability for warmongers and the greedy. Bless our offering
towards compassionate New Worlds unfolding even now. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth leaving behind ways too narrow

for all this life we have brimming in our bones.
The Soulful God awaits our plotting for liberation,
let us meet Her with expectant hearts!

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  How does your religious tradition discuss Satan and evil as they manifest in human personalities or activity?
Which communities are more likely to be Godlike or Satan-like based on the characteristics we ascribe to both?

How can we reconsider good and evil in ways that resist devaluation and dehumanization of our siblings?

*  What are some inspiring ways that your faith community can embrace surrender and opting out towards
libearting ends? How can people with more westernized understandings of fasting be invited into greater

solidarity through their practice?

*  What forces make it difficult for you to cultivate and practice a compassionate leadership? How can you begin to

further distance yourself from these adversarial pressures?

© 2024 enfleshed




- ] February 25, 2024 e———

Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Min. Candace Simpson (she/her).
Cosmic - For you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.

What makes something divine? What makes something human? How do we generally negotiate these binaries?
In some expressions of the Christian faith, Christ is understood as fully human and fully divine. But the math
ain’t mathing. How can someone be 100 percent one thing, and simultaneously, |00 percent another? One way
we can think about this math is that Christ defies categories.

Enter Janelle Monae, the multi-hyphenate entertainer.

In their work, Monae insists on refusing the categories we inherited as colonized subjects. In an interview, they
explained that they are “an android, so I’'m half human, half computer.That’s literally how | feel in my body.”
Prior to “coming out” (a contested term for many, including Monae), they played with themes of otherness in
their music.

For Monae, androids are a placeholder for marginalized people in our society,and memory censorship is a
tool of fascist authoritarian governments to erase the histories of these people.The world that Monae builds
with their music may feel far off and dystopian. But today, in history, and throughout the biblical narrative,
authoritarian governments have surveilled and punished communities such that the very act of dance is itself
resistance.

A major adversary in this great quest between good and evil is the Satan figure.
Get behind me Satan!

What is Satan? In our cultural lexicon, we jokingly (and sometimes earnestly say) that “the devil made me do
it.” Throughout the Bible, the word Satan varies in use. He is “the prince of evil spirits,” he “circumvents men by
his wiles,” and the “worshippers of idols are said to be under his control.” Even more, his minions (or demons)
are “able to take possession of men and inflict them with diseases.”

In the 1943 film Cabin in the Sky featuring an all-Black cast, Little Joe Jackson makes a deal with the Devil for his
soul. The Devil, played by Rex Ingram (who is by no accident a dark-skinned actor), uses women, gambling, the
promise of money and nightlife to lure Little Joe away from the work of restoring his soul. Little Joe struggles
to remain faithful to his pious wife Petunia (who is by no accident a dark-skinned and fat actor). He seeks easy
money. He does not attend church. He has the hardest time being a decent man.The Devil dangles Georgia
Brown, played by Lena Horne (who is by no accident a thin and light-skinned actor) in front of Little Joe.

Throughout the film, the audience is taken on a journey to consider the battle between God and the Devil.
In making temptation concrete in this way, the writers find a way to manufacture empathy for Little Joe. Of
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course he was playing with an unfair hand; look at how the Devil conspired against him. Of course he had a
hard time being faithful to his wife; look at how that beautiful woman was dangled before him. He couldn’t
help himself!

Or so we think.

Though the Devil is often depicted as a man, our theological language around the Devil actually implicates
women as his primary henchwomen. Of course, we know that there are more genders than men and
women, but the violence of theological rhetoric depends on a construction of these two “opposites” to
enact its hegemonic aims. Rosemary Ruether argues,

“The male is taken to be the normative representative of the human species, the norm for imaging
God and for defining anthropology, sin, redemption and ministry...[while the female is] subordinate
and auxiliary to the male.Women never appear in patriarchal theology as representatives of
humanity as such.Their normative position is that of absence and silence.When patriarchal theology
mentions women, it does so to reinforce its definition of their “place” in the system.”

Let us consider, then, how the characteristics of Satan are specifically applied to women and to any person
who is not a cisgender heterosexual man.

She “circumvents men by his wiles.”
The “worshippers of idols are said to be under her control.”
Her minions are “able to take possession of men and inflict them with diseases.”

What do we invoke when we say, “Get behind me, Satan?” In what ways has our concept of evil been
informed by hegemonic gendered ideas? What is our responsibility to direct our rebuke towards the actual
cosmic powers that conspire for our suffering? How do we aim our collective rage towards the responsible
parties? And above all, how do we protect the scapegoated among us?

Structural - We are firmly in the season of Lent. Many Christians observe this season, though it does
not have an explicitly Biblical basis. Perhaps that is a place for so many of us oppressed by Christian
Supremacy to park.There are things that Christians do that have no explicit Biblical rationale, and yet, it
becomes adopted by the tradition anyway. In other words, the Bible is not the only source of illumination
for Christians.

Lent was folded into Christian practice some time after the Council of Nicea in 325, though scholars argue
on whether or not it was initially designed as an initiation for new Christians. Regardless, many Christians
locate the magic of the number “forty” in Matthew 4:1-11, where Jesus is tempted in the wilderness. For
forty days, Christ fasts and is visited by the devil. The devil, knowing Christ’s flesh and principles are tender,
tempts him. He is tempted first with bread, then tempted to test God, and then tempted with the promise
of fame and fortune. Christ resists each form of temptation and does so prepared with the holy text. He
responds to each temptation with a scripture verse. He dodges it all.
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At its best, Lent is a season of focus and clarity. It can be useful for the revolution.The Montgomery Bus
Boycotts, for example, worked primarily because people made decisions to surrender things together, and
organized to live differently in the meanwhile. People with cars would carpool neighbors to their workplaces
and charge the same amount as the municipal bus service. Community members would cook for people.
Mass meetings were held to encourage shared sacrifice and remember the principles of the boycott.

But sadly, white supremacy, ableism, fatphobia, patriarchy that has turned Lent into a spiritual diet and “get
ready for the summer” turbo boost. Some have come to understand Lent as “a second chance at a New
Year’s Resolution for those who had already abandoned theirs,” according to writer Ted Olson. On March 9,
2020, Jeremy Lott wrote for NBCNews,

“I think one of the reasons why many Catholics tend to give up food and drink for Lent is because

it’s relatively easy. It tracks with something society is already telling us about dieting and self-
improvement, and superficially seems to echo the meatless Fridays that are already part of the season.
Why, Lent even has Sundays as designated cheat days!”

Lott continues, “the point of giving up things for Lent isn’t to rack up gold stars. It’s about becoming more
faithful, improving yourself, and serving others.” It is important to note that this reflection was published
the same month that cities across the United States saw their first cases of COVID-19. In this context, it
is important to consider what Lent means for people who are losing everything. What does sacrifice mean
when you are oppressed and downtrodden? How can we avoid the empty project of self-flagellation?

Let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.

In the world we live in today, what does it actually mean to deny yourself? What motivates our denial? In
the words of cultural critic Joseph Benjamin Reaves, Lent can feel like a “Sanctified Weight Watchers.” But
it doesn’t have to be. Fasting, repentance, reflection, quiet, prayer, and meditation are all good things.These
spiritual technologies can help us become more principled participants in our communities. Black August
is yet another season of principled surrender. Ramadan and Lent overlap for a few weeks this year, too.
Knowing that we are not the only one studying, fasting and training is what makes the season possible.

As many of us work through this sacred season of reflection, let us pray that the divine lessons emerge and
stick. It would be sad to give up chocolate for 40 days only to be unmoved by global suffering and our role in
it.

Let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.

We might read this in at least two ways. One, to consider the “them” in this passage a gender-neutral
invitation to all people. Such a reading opens up a holy challenge to anyone. Or, is it indicative of a group

of people? As the “them” in question, we can look to other people who struggle alongside us and feel
empowered knowing that we do not act alone.We can commit to the hard work of surrendering worthwhile
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things when we are doing so with comrades.

Interpersonal - For anyone still attending a church in 2024, the word “generation” can be a button.
Panels, workshops, and trainings are all devoted to seeking the lost generations of the church. In survey
findings published in 2022, the Survey Center on American Life found that more than a third of Gen Z
identifies as religiously unaffiliated. Pastors and scholars alike have named the trend of religious disaffiliation
among generations.VWhen Jesus talks about this “sinful generation,” we might be likely to assume that Jesus
is speaking about generational cohorts and trends.

However, the word “generation” can also be a synonym for “a multitude of people living at the same time.”
This nuance can help us to be more precise. Rather than considering cohorts of people (children, young
adults, middle-aged adults, seniors), we can think about generation as the whole multitude of people living
during a particular era. This more expansive definition of the word “generation” might keep us from playing
the blame game.What if Jesus is thinking about everyone’s capacity to be sinful? What if we do not deify or
malign any particular age of people, but instead, think of our connection to each other due to our shared
life on this planet at the same time?

For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life?

We can win in our careers, materially with wealth, with fame and accolades, but we have to consider the
cost of those wins. Jesus was intimately familiar with the cost associated with integrity.

Earlier in this chapter, we see the kind of Christ who has empathy with the people he gathers. During the
gathering of a crowd, he organizes his disciples to make arrangements for a community meal.

“l have compassion for the crowd because they have been with me now for three days and have nothing to
eat. If | send them away hungry to their homes, they will faint on the way—and some of them have come
from a great distance.”

To this, the disciples say, “how can one feed these people with bread here in the desert?”

Eventually, Jesus works a miracle. The text describes the crowd as having been “filled” and there were
baskets leftover. People were able to take a to-go plate!

It is significant that this vignette shows up in this chapter.As we read the Bible, we ought not read the
accounts as chronological events.We do not have a sense of how much time transpired between this
feeding miracle and Jesus addressing the crowd by verse 3 1. However, these stories happening in the same
chapter can help us think about Christ’s overall ministry.

Jesus does not want to gain the world only to lose his soul. He is willing to do the work, no matter how
costly financially or otherwise, to consider the needs of his people. He could have asked the people to
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bring their own food, but he “had compassion” for them. He put himself in the shoes of the crowd.

We currently live in a disorienting reality, because most leaders do not have this compassion. Governments
around the world refuse to acknowledge the ongoing reality of COVID and its impact on human suffering.
Most institutions (including churches) have relaxed mask mandates and contact tracing protocols. This means
that everyone is hoping not to get sick (or get someone else sick) while living a public life. And in many cases
for disabled and chronically ill people, the lack of compassion from leadership means that isolation is our
portion.Without subsidized tests, masks, and air filters, people are on their own.

Wouldn'’t it be nice if our leaders could have compassion for the people they serve? Jesus himself considered
that the people in his care had come a great distance, and their health was concerning to him. He did not
want to imagine that people would come such a distance to hear from him, only to faint on the way home.
When we organize events like worship services, birthday parties, weddings, organizing meetings, we can
come to the planning table with a similar posture.We do not need to be motivated by fear or guilt alone.
We can be motivated by compassion and care.

Compassion is a necessary quality for leadership.And yet, it is costly. It can cost us money, friends in high
places, and the favor of the masses. One can gain the world and lose their soul. But perhaps also the
converse is true. Can we lose the world (and its expectations) and gain a soul?
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Words for inspiration:

“Dirty Computers, she says, are those who refuse to wipe away their queerness or their Blackness

(their otherness), and because of that, pose a threat to the status quo. Freedom fighters in their own
right.”

- Maya Khamala on Janelle Monae

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

State Senator Seeks To Unearth Hidden Costs Of Baltimore’s Developer Tax Breaks
Report: ‘Greedflation’ primary driver of higher consumer prices

In Crisis, She Went to an lllinois Facility. Two Years Later, She Still Isn’t Able to Leave.
The Wave Of New Stadiums Is Another Upward Transfer Of Wealth

Sports Betting Is A Tax On Fans—And A Ticking Time Bomb
[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.”
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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.”

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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