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Acts 4:32-35
Psalm 133
1 John 1:1-2:2
John 20:19-31

What links the texts this week?
 
Resurrection has come by way of fellowship. Those among us whom the empire treated as dead, 
those who lived amongst the tombs, we have reached out to each other and found our roots beneath 
the soil. So our roots protrude from the earth, passing valuable resource from one to another until 
no one knows who it came from. We live by way of fellowship - the light by which water and gas 
conceive sugar. Our love is photosynthetic in the way that yes we were buried, but the ground has no 
choice but to release us. By touching one another, including the scars and wounds, we can believe in 
one another, and we can be free.

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

Call to worship 

In the shadow of empire, we make shelter together
We hold each other in grief
We make space for righteous anger
We bring our fears with honesty

Like the disciples huddled together
We turn toward community
We find our courage together
And God meets us here

Beloveds, may it be so as we worship together

Opening Prayer

Enduring Presence, from this sanctuary, we confront the multitude of powers leaving so many with 
reasons to be afraid. We long to create shelter for one another, strangers and kin, near and far. We 
wonder what makes a heart, a community, a church a trustworthy place of refuge. Especially, and 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing


intentionally, and adamantly for those facing state violence, old and emerging. Teach us. Undo us. Build us 
up. That we may be a place to turn, a people who protect, and a community of faithful resistance. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

In our most vulnerable moments - spiritually, materially, relationally - Christ manifests in community 
embrace. In shared food. In listening ears. In acts of solidarity and moral witness. Let us bring our offerings 
together, so that we may meet and be met by the living Christ.

Prayer of Dedication

Compassionate One, with these offerings we also bring our anxieties and uncertainties, skepticisms and 
the great aches that leave us cynical about change. Meet our vulnerabilities with your own, O God. Root 
our faith not in coercion nor suppression, but in authentic connection and solidarity. That we may rise as a 
community to the calling of these days. Amen.

Benediction

To be people of peace
we must be people of justice.
To be people of justice,
we must share in risk
and draw upon our faith when we are afraid.
For God has not given up on this world.
May we not give up on each other.
The ancient promise is this: there is
no power nor principality that can keep 
the Spirit of Christ from rising again.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 What do you believe is possible as a result of your faith? In what way is God inviting your faith community 
into collaborative change?

•	 How does hierarchy inform your theological expression? Who, in your tradition, is granted power and 
why? What changes could promote greater equity.

•	 How would our faith institutions shift by considering doubt and critical thinking advantageous to our faith 
formation?

Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Grey Oletsa (they/she).

 
Cosmic - The first glimpse the Bible gives us of God immediately indicated Their passion for collaboration. 
The worst thing we could do to Them is to fix them in a definition, constantly expecting Them to behave in 
exactly the same ways, following a script whenever we dare to approach. While it is possible, and I believe it 
to be true, that many of the guiding principles of the Divine remain aligned to that which is Life-giving, the 
strategies and maneuvers of that spirit, of that intelligence are shifting. Octavia Butler says in The Parable of The 
Sower, “God is Change. Beware:  God exists to shape and to be shaped.” The question must be asked: if God 
never changes, aren’t They seeking out new adventures with the people who love Them - new collaborations? 
And if They do change, isn’t our participation a piece of the process They are still interested in incorporating?

Biblical accounts are often used to further establish heteronormative and colonial ideals: men can be 
courageous, but never should they wrestle like Jacob with the Angel of the Lord. Women can be leaders 
perhaps, within the four walls of their homes, when their husbands aren’t present, but never should they 
laugh incredulously with/at God like the audacious Sarah. People can be eunuchs, but only like the Ethiopian 
in Acts, and since he was an ancient figure, such gender expansiveness is obsolete. It is tired and tiring. In the 
work of shaping God, I recognize the breathing of Christ on the disciples in verse 22 as a new invitation to 
collaboration. If the first breath is an invitation to life in this world and a relationship with the earth, then 
the second breath of inspiration (and in my view any recognition of the Life-giving Divine) is an invitation to 
collaboration with God in bringing Heaven down.

The work of imagination, especially through desire, cannot be underestimated here. Who gave Jacob the 
audacity to rough and tumble with an angel? Where in his mind did he think “I can take this guy?” What 
compelled him to the point of making such a otherworldly move? Answer these questions within your mind. 
Ponder them. The first breath introduces us to physical reality. As we grow and encounter the tangible, the 
people around us often expect us to focus more on what is “real” and release our dreams of what could be. 
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The second breath is mysterious, maybe even as a protective mechanism: you can’t describe what drew you 
to God in concrete terms because that would make this description susceptible to a concrete appraisal, 
crushing the mustard seed of faith.

The things of the Spirit mingle with reality through the emergence of Life-bearing life or the emergence of 
Death-bearing death. (Drawing binaries is loathsome to me because sometimes Death also bears life and 
there are things that are “alive” or existent and active only to perpetuate both physical and spiritual death. 
The lines of Spiritual things are not neatly drawn, thus they must be discerned.) This is probably why Paul 
says this in 1 Corinthians 2, Those who are unspiritual do not receive the gifts of God’s Spirit, for they are 
foolishness to them, and they are unable to understand them because they are spiritually discerned. Those 
who are spiritual discern all things, and they are themselves subject to no one else’s scrutiny. “For who has 
known the mind of the Lord so as to instruct [Them]?” But we have the mind of Christ. (NRSV‬‬)

Breathing Christ’s breath is an invitation to being animated by the same principles that animated Him: 
The Holy Spirit. I like to acknowledge the Holy Spirit as The Life-giving Divine because the former title 
has been co-opted and dominated by an oppressive Christian context. Jacob, Sarah, The Ethiopian, the 
disciples eventually at Pentecost, these were folks who were afraid of no one’s scrutiny; they had the ability 
to discern a spiritual gift and become animated by it, both to further embrace their own humanity and to 
reach out and embrace the Life-Giving Divine. Through wrestling, laughter, and surrender, they collaborated 
with The Holy Spirit and with God’s work within the material plane. 

Structural - When we talk about hierarchies, some hierarchies exist without the implied power 
imbalance. Within its current context, the word ‘hierarchy’ evokes an implication of variations in authority, 
status, so let’s think about it outside the box. My parents could exist “above” me in a hierarchy because they 
have been on earth much longer than I have. The president of the country could also exist in a different 
position of the hierarchy because he is supposed to efficiently manage multiple teams of people and guide 
nation-level decisions whereas I only have to sort through decisions with my partner, and my work is 
self-guided for the most part. When Jesus tells his disciples that whoever they forgive will be forgiven and 
whoever’s sins they retain shall be retained, a hierarchy is established. And this hierarchy requires a careful 
handling not to topple into the same power imbalances that encourage oppression, instead of collective 
empowerment.

Somehow it has been forgotten, through the many lines of contracts, laws, and the existence of states 
and corporations, that God actually cares about our relationships with one another. In Matthew 5, Jesus 
advocates for stalling an offering at the altar if someone has a grievance with you. In Matthew 18, He tells 
Peter to forgive 7 multiplied by 70 times. Abel’s blood cries out to God in Genesis, and Hagar names God in 
the relief of her distress through a personal encounter that God was closely following. Exodus reveals the 
keen ear God lends to the suffering of Her children. If God cares about our 1:1 relationships, then it follows 
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that She cares about our structures because they inform the 1:1. In this way, the power to forgive or retain 
sins does not take after the colonial or capitalistic way of seeing people as numbers and animals, fit only to 
moved around and manipulated to tell an endorsed story, factors to be conquered or dominated. No, the this 
hierarchy exists to inspire further graciousness on the part of people who have been harmed and a more 
active attention to nurture faith within the people the disciples would interact with thereafter.

The power to forgive has been corrupted by the basic understanding of hierarchy. Within the original context 
of hierarchy, the power to forgive exists in a state where power dynamics are flipped: holding a grudge 
establishes an oppression wherein the “harmed” hold the “perpetrator” in perpetual suffering. If there can 
be no movement towards justice, true harm thickens into bitterness within the heart of the survivor and it 
creates a vacuum where the perpetrator’s action could work towards making right what has been broken. 

The power to retain sins further fuels condemnation without the context of grace. If the grace of God and 
Her goodness is what draws us to repentance, that is the ability to recognize our erring and change from a 
soul-level in a way that impacts our behavior to one another, then the colonial perverted power to retain sins 
works to fix a cosmetic layer of the erring. We say “Never again,” only to turn around and commit the same 
evil to another person. The memory stretches only so far as the oppressor allows it to, resulting in a warped 
history, one skewed in favor of control and paternalism, rather than liberation and collaborative efforts 
towards what’s best for us all. 

Interpersonal - In a colonial society that establishes hierarchies which demand obedience over 
relationship, the ability to question and collaborate with people whose perspectives differ from one another 
has been diminished. Somehow, we’ve come to equate trust in authority with an unflinching readiness to 
believe whatever that authority asserts. This is evident in any space of learning or thinking. People read bell 
hooks and begin quoting her words like Bible verses; others consume Jordan Peterson’s work and wax poetic 
concerning the values expressed therein. There’s nothing particularly wrong with this: it’s how we’re taught 
and it’s how we’re taught to engage with the people we admire. 

Through the challenging and positively confrontational work of ismatu gwendolyn, I was exposed to an 
illuminating interview of Toni Cade Bambara from the book “Conversations With Toni Cade Bambara.” In the 
chapter ismatu explores, a passage made itself distinct like the ray of guidance from a lighthouse on a dark, 
storm-tossed sea. Here Bambara says,

 “I worked very hard in the classroom to teach students to critique me constantly to protect themselves 
from my nonsense. But, let’s face it, the teacher-student relationship we’ve been trained in is very colonial in 
nature. It’s fraught with dangers, the power given to teachers over students’ minds, students’ spirits, students’ 
bodies, students’ development. My God, to rise above that, to insist of myself and them that we refashion that 
relationship along progressive lines demanded a great deal of courage, imagination, energy, and will.” 
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Within this portion of scripture, I encourage the reader to direct their attention, both to the gentleness 
with which Christ addresses fear, doubt and questioning as well as to the subversive movement of the 
disciples in the action of fear, doubting and questioning, as is most infamously displayed by the disciple who 
widely come to be known as Doubting Thomas. I encourage this focus, but also the dispersion of it: you 
don’t have to believe and we don’t have to agree. Deliver yourself from my nonsense.

As I studied the sequence of events in this account, I noticed with much humor that the disciples only 
released their fear after seeing Jesus’ side and wounded hands. Whereas Thomas asserts that he will not 
believe unless, the disciples silently do not believe until. Here there is a subversive movement. Oppressive 
ways of relating praise the lack of questioning because it empowers the people at the top of these 
hierarchies to continue exploiting those beneath them. To question and doubt any system quickly brings to 
the surface whether this system is actually invested in our humanity or not. Without fully comprehending 
the great love and patience of the spirit of Christ, the fear and doubt of disciples was a protective force that 
guided them into greater truth when they were able to present it to Christ’s liberative presence. Through 
doubting and questioning, they were brought nearer to the resurrected Christ; they were not repelled 
further away.

There might be significance in the way Thomas asserts his disbelief and certainly commentators apply a 
filter of condemnation to Jesus’ words. The popular thought (or widely accepted tradition) concerning 
Jesus’ words of blessing to those who believe without having seen is applied in weaponization against 
the questioning. Where Jesus only probes Thomas’ doubt and indulges it as needed, with gentleness, the 
institution of the Church, especially within Evangelicalism, viciously responds to doubt, immediately labeling 
or threatening to label it a complete lack of faith, condemning the questioner to damnation as punishment 
for unbelief. I am compelled to push back against this tradition as i believe to be harmful, based in unrealistic 
expectations, detached from the rich conflict presented in humanity experiencing divinity embodied.

The misguided need to label one or even ourselves as “believer” or “unbeliever” stems from a sense that 
belonging is only assured for those who are convicted of one state or the other. “You’re only really one of 
us if you feel like we agree completely and share the exact same perspectives on every point,” says every 
colonial form of relating, including the institution of the Church. In the image used by Paul to describe the 
true mystical state of belonging, he calls the Church the body of Christ. A body is unique because it is made 
up of different parts, yet undeniably united in its cause. 

How fascinating that from first breath, no internal meeting has to be called between the members of the 
body. The heart doesn’t need to get the digestive system in line. The lungs don’t need to negotiate their 
place as simple lungs unchanged, to the eyes or the teeth. The liver doesn’t need to adopt ex-liver theology 
to remain at peace with all the other members. Even in illness, all members do their best within their 
capacity to support, and if possible, heal the ailing member. In disability, the body doesn’t cease its living 
because one part isn’t available in its normative capacity or any capacity at all. What if we remembered this 
basic wiring to accommodate ourselves and each other, even as we figure out what cause we are united in?
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We all doubt. Some of us do it loudly and others wrestle with it within their hearts. Yet when fear and doubt 
arise, there is a gentle response to both. And we have access to it. It is not an imperative to know anything 
logically in much the same way a tooth doesn’t know logically why “a balanced diet” matters. We don’t have 
the same physical access to Christ as the disciples, yet they were met where they were at with what they 
needed. We can’t say we’ve touched Jesus’ wounds, yet our belief is blessed. And our doubt or fear isn’t a 
threat.

 
 
 

Words for inspiration:

“In whatever chaos we experience, we recycle everything that we can: ecologically and so-
cially, democratically and theologically. We do not wait for a dictatorial fix from on high. We 
enter into creative collaboration in a process we can neither predict nor control. For the 
process of the new creation remains mysterious. ‘The new heaven and earth’ translate no 
longer as supernatural intervention or afterlife escape — but as the radical renewal of atmo-
sphere and earth.”

-Dr. Catherine Keller

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

UN Security Council resolution calls for Gaza ceasefire

The U.S. Supreme Court could restrict medication abortion access in Minnesota, despite protections

‘The Law Is the Law’: EU Investigates Apple, Google, Meta for Anti-Monopoly Violations

Instagram update limiting political content sparks outrage among pro-Palestinian activists

Giving Birth Is Particularly Risky For Black Women.

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

 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-68658415?xtor=AL-72-%5Bpartner%5D-%5Bbbc.news.twitter%5D-%5Bheadline%5D-%5Bnews%5D-%5Bbizdev%5D-%5Bisapi%5D&at_link_id=DAD46978-EAB6-11EE-BE70-2AC34B3AC5C4&at_link_origin=BBCWorld&at_link_type=web_link&at_bbc_team=editorial&at_format=link&at_medium=social&at_campaign_type=owned&at_ptr_name=twitter&at_campaign=Social_Flow
https://americanjournalnews.com/the-u-s-supreme-court-could-restrict-medication-abortion-access-in-minnesota-despite-protections/?utm_source=dlvr.it&utm_medium=twitter
https://www.commondreams.org/news/apple-google-meta-eu?share_id=8168974&utm_campaign=RebelMouse&utm_content=Common+Dreams&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/instagrams-update-limit-political-content-sparks-outrage
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/pregnancy-postpartum-health-black-women_n_65fda765e4b087dad3054e4c?d_id=7459890&ncid_tag=tweetlnkushpmg00000067&utm_medium=Social&utm_source=Twitter&utm_campaign=us_main
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Commentaries Author 

When Grey Oletsa isn’t neck-deep in birth-work, they bring stories to 
life through writing, music, film, fiber, and a sense of humor that 
functions against all odds. They adore alternative music, good food you 
have to dig into with your fingers, and learning weird new things from 
Tumblr sh*tposts. Besides people-watching and participating in the 
simulation, the Nairobi-based poet creates community through art.
For people who want to connect, my email jonoletsa@gmail.com 
or IG @gracia.oletsa works just fine. And for people who want to 
support my work, they can subscribe to my newsletter here, or 
directly via my Paypal gronathana@gmail.com

Liturgy Author 
 

M Jade Kaiser (formerly M Barclay) is co-founder and co-director of 
enfleshed. M wonders, wrestles, and works in the places where 
spirituality, activism, culture(s), and creativity entangle. Over the last 
decade, they have had the pleasure of collaborating and working in 
spaces and movements of shared longing and action such as Texas 
Freedom Network, Faith in Harm Reduction, SURJ, UmForward, 
Reconciling Ministries Network, ONE Northside, and other 
collectives of organizers, religious communities, and creators.
Formerly, M was ordained in The United Methodist Church before 
voluntarily withdrawing their credentials in order to better align their 
spiritual, relational, and political loyalties for this collective era.
In their spare time, they seek out creaturely encounters and enjoy 

working with stained glass. They have recently begun volunteering in raptor rehabilitation where they are 
learning how to tend wings, love feathers, and respect the fierceness of talons.

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 ma-
terials 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 
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the attribution. No further permissions are needed to livestream worship using these resources. 
Email info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.


