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March 10, 2024 I

TEXTS

March 10, 2024

Numbers 21:4-9
Psalm 107:1-3, 17-22
Ephesians 2:1-10
John 3:14-21

What links the texts this week?

The text this week highlight Christianity’s fraught relationship with death and theodicy. The quick jolts
between divine neglect (or muder) and divine love are not unfamiliar to us as witnesses to ongoing
genocides. We are not called to be faithful to a God who murders. We are not called to be faithful

to a state that murders. Is a creator of death still a Creator? We cannot shy away from the difficult
questions for which our siblings righteously demand answers. God’s love cannot be indifferent to the
cries of those weakened and targeted by power. God’s love cannot look at the face of Her children
and conspire their torment. Even in spite of these passages, we can co-create a faith that insists on
life, boasts in the inherent beauty of humanity, and celebrates a grace that isn’t bound to punitive

cosmology.

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

Grace looks like a lavender sunrise,
like pale blue robin eggs.

Grace feels like hands resting kindly on either side of your face,
like a deep, full inhale.

Grace sounds like the wisdom of elders—a tuning fork, a supper bell.
Grace moves with the dreams of the young—dancing bodies, determined feet.

Grace is the reality that in this moment, we can begin again—
choosing the most compassionate option at hand.

Grace is that, amidst the turmoil of dusty and depraved systems,
New Worlds are ripening for the picking.

By Grace we have been saved.
We worship together a Grace-Loving God.
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Opening Prayer

None of us are born depraved, in need of saving. We are born a creature, as natural and singular as a
mushroom on a log after the rain. We are the very fiber of the cosmos. Oh, but we need to be saved
from lies we have ingested—lies of scarcity, of impossibility for change. Lies that we are separate from one
another, from the earth, from our creaturely kin.

Grace is the gift of leaning back into the reality from which we came—where tenderness is the law of the
land. Where connection weaves a web within and around us. We need not earn our right to live. Help us,
Wonderful Grace. Remind us who we are. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Come—you beautiful, interconnected being. Bring forth what you have today to share, that resources may
flow where they belong. Bring forth efforts, skills, presence. Bring forth money, dreams, material goods.
The Kin-dom of heaven is among us, let us bring it forth, placing our collected resources on the altar of
Hope.

Prayer of Dedication

May all beings everywhere have enough. May each child be loved as if they were our own. May every animal
have her ecosystem. May every single evil lie rooted that separates us crumble to dust. Bless our offerings
to the Kind-dom of Heaven on earth, to our dreams of thriving ripening on the vine. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth, unraveling the lie that we are not Inherently Worthy,
remembering that we are made of Comic Love,

for Grace dances within and between us

and there are thousands of ways to get free.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How does your faith tradition consider human depravity if it has any similar designation? How can this
become most dignifying for people at all social statures?

*  What is your denominations theological history in relation to the state? How can this inform your
resistance?

*  Who benefits most in your community from observance of Lent? What collective worship opportuni-

ties are there for folks who are not observant?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Casey Overton (she/they).

Cosmic- The ontologically deficient.“Born a problem” as Rev. Dr. Jacqui Lewis has said. Our humanity being
inherently unworthy isn’t a great selling point for Christianity.We are creatives just as God is.What is the hope
or joy in creation of something dead and depraved? Unsettled by a Creator who resembles the fallible Dr.
Frankenstein, we may have noticed in our postmodernity how depravity theology is a trojan horse for violent
constructions of god. As we find resonances with depravity theology in this lectionary selection, it may be
unfair to presume that this theology was planned with violent intent even as we take seriously its impact. This
Ephesians text represents a shift in the canon as we know it. ). Paul Sampley explains in the HarperCollins Study
Bible that,

“Even more striking, however, are the claims that believers already share in Christ’s resurrection (2.6) and
are saved (2.5, 8), assertions that lack parallels in the seven undisputed [Pauline] Letters.Also in this Letter,
the church has become cosmic in function (3.10; cf. Philem 2) and now has Christ as its head (1.22-23; cf.
Rom 12.4-5; | Cor 12.12-26). Predominantly temporal categories in Paul’s thought (see Rom 13.11-12)
have been transposed into spatial conceptions (see 1.20;2.6), perhaps as a way of dealing with the delay of
Christ’s return.”

Pseudopaul used this theological contortion to protect a weakened yet vital institution from a cosmic
miscalculation - Jesus ain’t even left the house yet. It’s not baseless that he might be interested in allowing his
layfolk to retain hope in something. It also doesn’t offer us any detail regarding how this change came to be -
whether it was inspired by power or was emerging from the grassroots level. Either way, this way of articulating
depravity strengthened as early Christians were forced to distance themselves from the liberated paradise

of the messianic era to instead be “seated with him in heavenly places.” With this lowered anthropology, the
people’s expectations could be lowered - their salvation, already granted, could be experienced in another
lifetime.

Many of us rightfully take issue with a salvation only accessible in the by and by of an afterlife “free” from
“flesh”. For better or worse, cosmologies also operate differently at different social and cultural locations.
What did it mean for the Black captive to know that there was acceptance and salvation in Christ Jesus? Total
depravity, Albert Raboteau notes in Slave Religion, would have been “repugnant” in African worldsense. For
depravity theology to gain ground amongst Black Christians,a tempestuous theological intervention would
unseat this consternation with such a low theological anthropology. The Great Awakening would prove to

be such an agitation with its obsession with the conversion experience and an almost revolutionary Biblical
interpretation.

Black folks were already sinners. Nothing we ever did on our own was right or holy. The Revival was the place
where EVERYBODY became a sinner and EVERYBODY had access to redemption.We have to consider the
repentance of the enslaved with a power analysis.VWe must consider it problematic that Black slaves were
forced into an embrace of Christianity that problematized their humanity, AND... and we cannot deny the
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liberating undercurrent of the camp meeting that set Black and white folk on equal ground (however
ephemeral) that was so significant to the enslaved believer that the camp meeting became analogous with
an eschatological hope for paradise.“There’s a great camp meeting in the promised land” and “| want to go
[over] into campground” are the refrains by which Black folk knew that heaven was ours too.

As opposed to the plantation, this was the setting where we would see mass Black conversion to
Christianity, which hadn’t gotten comparable traction the century prior.The prevalence of Christianity
among Black people today is understood to be due to the Awakening. Not only did this theological lens
allow the enslaved to see mighty white folks cast down from their seats, but some Black folks would be able
to extrapolate the doctrine to deduce that the heaven spoken of by the plantation preacher had no place
for the slaveowner, especially cruel ones. Black housekeeper Aggy had a faith that was far from apathetic
towards slaveholder cruelty.When the depraved man beat her daughter, she had words for him supplied by
her faith.

“Thar’s a day a-comin’! Thar’s a day a-comin’ ...| hear de rumblin’ ob de chariots! | see de flashin’ ob
de guns! White folks’ blood is a-runnin’ on de ground like a riber, an’ de dead’s heaped up dat high! .
.. Oh, Lor?! hasten de day when de blows, an’ de bruises, an’ de aches, an’ de pains, shall come to de
white folks, an’ de buzzards shall eat ‘em as dey’s dead in de streets. Oh, Lor’! roll on de chariots, an’
gib de black people rest an’ peace. Oh, Lor’! gib me de pleasure ob livin’ till dat day, when | shall see
white folks shot down like de wolves when dey come hongry out o’ de woods!”

We may do well to discard violent theologies that deform the divine into a murderous, sadistic villain.
We may also have something to gain, as did enslaved ancestors, by reconfiguring a godly penchant for
punishment as a cosmic permit to punch up.The hell that white folk created for everyone else would be
their final place of torment. A tool for liberation can be entrapping the powerful in the snares they’ve set
for others even if many may be skilled enough to traverse their own web.

Structural - We people of faith must tearfully bear close witness to politically motivated genocide in
which religious doctrine is implicated. Without blaming religions themselves for political brutalities, we can
consider how religious beliefs are manipulated and politicized as matters of life and death. Child death. Mass
death.

This pseudo-pauline text intended to theologically account for anxieties around Christ’s prolonged
departure. Sin as a systemic reality that Christ would return to vanquish no longer fit into the theology. To
maintain a messianic Christology, this anonymous early church leader had to shift how sin and messianism
functioned metaphysically. Christ was still defeating the sin in the world, but it was through our individual
actions or beliefs that he would do so. Furthermore, the messianic salvation they were awaiting was
actually already available to them - a departure from verified Pauline thought. “Paul’s understanding of sin
as a hostile power and justification as deliverance from it (see Rom 5.6—11; 7.8, I 1) is here replaced by an
understanding of sins as individual trespasses and forgiveness as their removal (1.7;2.1;4.32).”
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This was a sloppy fix for a messy situation. The messiah was gone. Convincing everyone that Jesus was wrong
would have been out of the question.Too much had been invested in this movement for it to just blow

away in the winds of doubt.With this shift recorded by Pseudopaul, the new life that the believers would be
granted suddenly had much less to do with the temporal flourishing of their people and much more to do
with an immaterial salvation of what we can only presume is the soul.

At the time of the Great Awakening, the enlightenment was introducing much emphasis on scientific,
empirical, and rational. Religious leaders felt threatened by the departure from valuing the metaphysical, but
the cosmologies they had to offer were hegemonic in their design.You can’t run an empire on universalism
and equality. The violence of the state needed to be translated into a theology that could use fear to

coerce people into sharing values and behaviors that would keep the imperial engine lubricated. Awakening
preachers, more than being theologically inspired, may have been operating from anxieties of not having

a church anymore. Both the early church and the colonial churches were institutionalized in a way that
presented unsettling economic implications should they collapse. For those whose livelihoods depended

on a thriving religious institution, they needed adherents to be invested in these institutions like their lives
depended on it. Sermons were then engulfed in hellfire and what appeared to be a hatred for humanity apart
from the “grace of God” available ONLY through Jesus. But although Jesus says nothing conclusive about
fornication, queerness, transness, swearing, abortion, church attendance, woman preachers, or modest dress,
these became the cultural battlefields for Christians seeking good standing with God.

This cosmic snake oil devolved into the “righteous” cause cited to inspire the crusades and justify colonialism
and enslavement.The idea that God would kill and torture humans unless the “better” (read: Christian)
humans intervened still fuels evangelical fervor today, and, in most extreme forms, inspires genocidal ideation
and domestic terrorism in service of Christian Nationalism. Republican Senator Tom Woods unconvincingly
claimed his heart goes out regarding Nex Benedict’s murder, and in his next funky breath, he masked off.
(CW: transphobia) “We are a religious state.We are going to fight to keep that filth out of the state of
Oklahoma, because we're a Christian state.We're a rural state.VVe want to lower taxes, and for people to live
and work, and to go to the faith they choose,”

Giving people or institutions power to tell you that you're filthy, depraved, or dead is dangerous.The extent
of your belief in the establishment is the extent to which that establishment maintains control over you.

As their chosen belief (spreads) in their bodies, pressure condenses into murderous intent as the power to
declare the dead is conflated with power to end life. Depravity is most prevalent and victorious amongst
those who commissioned its design. The theology is projection and a filth that can only be cleansed through
the dismantling of the state created by it.

Black people who took up the Revival gospel may have found a sort of freedom in sharing spiritual status
with whites, but they would remain captive to white cultural values that were peddled as righteous.VWe
would never be saved enough to dismantle white supremacy (although this was a pervasive fear at the time

- that Black folks’ salvation would disqualify them from captivity). Depravity became a mechanism by which
dominant cultures infiltrated the tradition created to resist them. In Sisters in the Wilderness, Delores Williams
posits,“There are indications that even before the Civil War the institutionalization of black religion into
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various forms like African Methodist Episcopal carried with it the subordination and oppression of women.”

Pseudopaul’s individualization of the Christian ethic became catastrophic when taken to logical extremes he
likely never intended. If our conduct is the embodied proof of our salvation, then cultural influencers will be
incentivized to associate with righteousness the cultural norms that benefit them. Pseudopaul may not have
been particularly powerful, but Rome was. Suddenly dominant cultural values began to infiltrate Christian
doctrine, not because they freed folks’ souls but because it likely felt safer in states that have expressed
power and willingness to end life.

Interpersonal- Why would God create me dead? Why would the perfect infallible God of life default
to death? When we believe that we don’t deserve to live or that we are inherently bad, it’s bad for us. In
communities where we may worship alongside kinfolks questioning whether they want to continue living,
we need something better than “you were dead through tresspasses and sins.” We should be able to boast
about being righteous, alive, and beautiful, not in a supremacist sense but as a celebration that the state is
trying to kill us and has failed. Does the majesty of God depend on our devaluation as a species? At what
point should the Parent be held accountable for the child’s failures?

Depravity theology presents a God whose love is conditional. Lenten/fasting practice can reinforce
narratives that make us see ourselves as less good.The notion that our observance of our faith is enhanced
by denying ourselves or eschewing pleasure may not always be the spiritual powerup we want it to be.Are
we observing Lent because we are resisting systems of oppression or are we hoping that our suffering is
worth something to God?

For those of us interested in the spiritual empowerment of marginalized folks, Lent could become a way
to celebrate our flesh. At the same time, we can gather within our traditions to collectively reconsider our
observance of Lent.The Nicea Council creation may be best left to its inventors who were not the earliest
members of our faith.As we live through late-stage capitalism, the End Times, and Armageddon all at once,
we’ll have to become creative in how we observe traditions that were not invented to affirm us.

A lot of us don’t have the psychological wherewithal to land the mental gymnastics it takes to convince
ourselves that a loving God needs us to deny ourselves pleasure and affirmation. | need a God that let’s me
boast, or better yet, | need a God who can boast about me! For those of us for whom Lent helps us feel
loved by God, may you conclude your observance submerged in divine bliss.As we honor their observance,
how can sacred space be created for those of us who feel more loved during Carnival/Mardi Gras than

Lent?
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- March 10, 2024 =—————

Words for inspiration:
“Oh, Lor’! roll on de chariots, an’ gib de black people rest an’ peace.”

- Prophetess Aggy

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Lebanon strike marks deepest attack into the country’s territory.

Congolese man sets himself on fire in protest of genocide
Anti-Diversity Law Will Inflict Harm Across Florida
From the very beginning, Black women have fought for American democracy

Police Academy Training Encourages Racial Profiling And Emphasizes The Use Of Violence

[enfleshe]d doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought
partners
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https://www.middleeasteye.net/live/gaza-israel-hamas-war-palestine-ceasefire-live
https://www.iol.co.za/news/africa/congolese-man-sets-himself-on-fire-in-protest-of-genocide-d9145ef5-aef2-4798-aa93-d41e31df6fe9
https://pen.org/anti-diversity-law-will-inflict-harm-across-florida/
https://www.msnbc.com/opinion/msnbc-opinion/fannie-lou-hamer-civil-rights-black-women-rcna139777
https://religiondispatches.org/police-violence-is-baked-in-academy-training-encourages-racial-profiling-and-emphasizes-the-use-of-violence/

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.
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Casey Overton (she/they) is the editor of “Liturgy that Matters.”
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