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Jeremiah 31:31-34
Psalm 51:1-12
Psalm 119:9-16
Hebrews 5:5-10
John 12:20-33

What links the texts this week?

As our texts implore our obedience to God and juxtapose that with Christ’s alleged call to death,
we are led to read a low anthropology into the text. But what if the cost of life is not death? What if
our Divine Creator can save without sacrifice? We can embody a solidarity that is not depended on
statutes. Our matrimonial partnership with all that is created need not be puritanical. May our com-
passion for one another be born not out of fear of consequence but commitment to kin-dom. May
we know that we were made very good.

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

God, You desire clarity of purpose in our inward beings
therefore teach us Inner Wisdom. Unite us in solidarity.
Bless us with herbs and our ancestor’s prayers,

bath us in Love, let the runoff water our gardens.

Bones that have been crush by evil systems—

Set them! Heal them!—that there may be rejoicing!

Put a right spirit within the hearts of the soul lost.

Restore us to the joy of mutual thriving

and sustain our spirits with steadfast determination.
Accompany us today according to your abundant mercy.
Your people gather in worship, seeking courage and hope.

Opening Prayer

Spirit of Truth, Midwifing God—we confess our shortcomings. VWe have let fear guide the way. We have
hid from what courage asks of us. We have leaned into patterns of comfort and stunted our imaginations,
following paths laid out by resignation and cynicism.

Lead us to the root of our spiritual frailty, Compassionate One. Guide us not with shame but tenderness.

We grieve the faithful ways we could not be, though we longed to be them—generous, open-hearted,
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steadfast, courageous.

Forgive us. Bloom in us brighter ways of being, that all beings may flourish. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

adrienne maree brown asks:

Are you actively practicing generosity and vulnerability in order to make the connections between you and
others clear, open, available, durable? Generosity here means giving of what you have without strings or
expectations attached. Vulnerability means showing your needs.

We gather our offerings today with spirits of generosity and vulnerability.

Prayer of Dedication

Generous and Tender God, bless our gathered resources towards durable connections with each other.
Loosen the strings of expectation that vulnerability may flow between us. Fortify us for the practice and
patience required to build new worlds. Surprise us with delight along the way. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth in the ancient, evernew Love of the Divine,

May we have courage.
May we have purpose.
May we Midwife the world to come.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How does your faith community discern between doctrines rooted in control versus those rooted
in compassion? How can you contribute to a culture of questioning the roots and application of the
doctrine in your tradition?

* How often does your faith community intentionally read sacred texts from the perspective of its
victims? How can we make reading from the margins more accessible to laity?

* Have your faith leaders ever modeled a healthy confession practice? If so, what was the outcome? If
not, why?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him).

Cosmic - Common toxic teachings about sin and repentance necessitate that we exercise caution and care
when we recite penitential prayers like Psalm 51 today.VVe have to untangle some misconceptions, such as the
belief that sin is a list of behaviors that put us on God’s bad side, that confession puts us on God’s good side,
and that religious life is a means of managing our fluctuating status with God.The constant instability inherent
in such teachings mirrors the dynamics of an abusive relationship where the abuser treats their victim as an
enemy every time they make a mistake.

Psalm 51 doesn’t give us a systematic theology of sin. It’s a poetic prayer. But many Christians use this Psalm
(particularly the verse,“Indeed, | was born guilty, a sinner when my mother conceived me”) to argue that we're
all conceived as sinful individuals from inside the womb. Jews never taught that we're born sinful, and Jesus—
because he was Jewish—didn’t teach it either, so we should be skeptical when Christian interpreters read this
idea into passages like this one.

| believe the idea that we are born sinful lays the foundation for a religious paradigm of worshiping a God who
inherently opposes us. From this viewpoint, salvation is how we get God on our side-whether it’s by God’s
choice or ours, it depends on which denomination you ask. After salvation, however, we join God in being
opposed to ourselves, or at least a part of ourselves: our pesky sinful nature. Of course, there are some well-
intentioned theologians who reframe the concept of original sin in a way that isn’t so anti-human, (such as
using original sin to argue that we benefit from sinful social structures since birth) but this anti-human version
of this doctrine has always been the dominant one, so it deserves our critique.

The obvious reason the doctrine of original sin (and the worst versions of it) has been so dominant is because
it’s been used to justify institutional control of people from the church to colonialism to capitalism. But there’s
a personal dimension to this control too. Self-blame gives us a sense of control. And including God in our self-
blame gives us control over God too. Clinging to an image of a God who opposes us for a clearly defined list
of behaviors we call sin helps us keep God in a box we can comprehend. And we cling to that box to avoid the
uncomfortable uncertainty of an incomprehensible God.

We can see a grasping for control throughout this Psalm, even without reading original sin into it. David’s
assertions that he knows his transgressions and that he was born guilty gives him a sense of control over
his own judgment. And asking God to cleanse him of his sins that he committed against God alone gives him
control over his own redemption.

Taking control isn’t inherently detrimental. We take control when we empower ourselves and each other to
exercise personal agency.The danger lies in imposing control in order to protect our ego. Confession can be a
powerful, sacred act, but we must be careful to avoid reducing confession to a simple trick to gain control and
get off God’s bad side.
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| often remember a scene in the horror movie, Cloverfield where a giant monster knocks a helicopter out
of the sky while the main characters are inside.As the helicopter hurtles toward the ground, one of the
characters, realizing he’s about to die, starts crying out, “Jesus Christ, I'm sorry, I'm so sorry God.” This last-
minute repentance is the only scene where Jesus or faith is mentioned. | imagine a lot of people imagine
their deaths in a similar way, hoping that they’ll have enough time to quickly repent just in case all the stuff
about Jesus sending people to hell for unconfessed sins is true.

| was raised in a Christian denomination that believed you could lose your salvation. It kinda fucked me up
a bit. | was taught that no matter how good you were, if you died with any unconfessed sins then those sins
would get you sent to hell. If you fell off a cliff to your death you’d hope you didn’t cuss on the way down.
Confessing sin was understood entirely as the thing you do to protect yourself from hell since you could
potentially die at any moment.

| was terrified of going to hell as a little kid. | even developed a coping mechanism to help me handle
the overwhelming fear by frequently imagining myself in hell so that | can condition myself to accept the
possibility of going there. | imagined myself trapped in a hot, dark, and rocky wasteland under a red sky,
doing meaningless labor without rest.Whenever | was overwhelmed with the fear of hell, | meditated
on this image until | calmed down and accepted that it wouldn’t be so bad.This maladaptive emotional
regulation gave me control over my fear and it gave me control over my image of God.

Confession is an important sacrament. The word sacrament comes from a Latin translation of the Greek
word, mysterion, and in the Orthodox Church, the sacraments are called the holy mysteries. | think it’s
helpful to reclaim the mysterious nature of the sacraments. They’re called mysteries because they’re
believed to contain a deep spiritual reality that’s beyond human comprehension. In the mystery of
confession there’s a mysterious exchange of energy between us, God, and others as we release our sin
and receive grace. If we use the holy mysteries to gain more comprehension and more control, then we’re
missing the point.

Structural - The recitation of Psalm 51 often skips the superscription that is actually the beginning of
verse |,“A Psalm of David, when the prophet Nathan came to him, after he had gone in to Bathsheba.” People
prefer to forget that we're reading the prayer of a rapist and murderer when we recite this Psalm.When
we remember to read Psalm 51 with this context there are parts of the prayer that start to feel more like a
way of evading accountability than accepting it.

There’s a clear manipulative refusal of accountability when someone responds to an accusation of
wrongdoing by denying it and arguing about how good of a person they actually are.“l would never do
that,” they say.“l thought you knew me.” But there’s also a manipulative refusal of accountability when
someone responds by confessing how terrible of a person they are too.“I’'m just a fuck-up,” they say.“l
thought you knew me.” | can’t help but read that second form of this self-centered refusal of accountability
in this text when David says “Indeed, | was born guilty, a sinner when my mother conceived me.” In a
moment of shame, David is exaggerating his faults to an impossible extent by claiming to be guilty of
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wrongdoing since he was in his mother’s womb. | can’t help but wonder how much of this self-deprecation is
just a shield to further avoid accountability.

Womanist theologian, Dr.Wilda Gafney observes in her commentary:

“There is no small amount of irony in David praying for God’s mother-love in Psalm 51:3 when his
transgression is defiling a woman’s womb (rechem is “womb,” recham is love or compassion that
emanates from the womb). Situating his crime against God only and not Bathsheba in verse 4 is at
odds with contemporary notions of repentance. It conflicts somewhat with the Torah position that
sex crimes against women are against their fathers or husbands; Uriah, Bathsheba’s husband, is not
named here.”

Gafney calls us to “repent for how we have ritualized Bathsheba’s rape while excluding her from the
penitence it generated while the bodies of women and girls (and not just) are still being plundered,
desecrated, and profaned in the church and by anointed leaders.” And in a broader context she calls us to
also “repent for our treatment of the survivors of rape in and out of scripture, our coddling of rapists, our
refusal to hold great men accountable, and our love of occasionally disembodied liturgy.”

Had anyone in power taken the anti-survivor impetus behind this text seriously, its application would
have transformed long ago if it wasn’t discarded altogether. But people in power have long recognized
that this passage serves power, not vulnerable people, and its deployment continued to serve evasions of
accountability later codified into law.

In medieval England, clergy accused of crimes could evade standard trials and be released to the much more
lenient ecclesiastical courts. However, in order to claim the “benefit of clergy” an accused individual had to
prove their clerical status by passing a reading test, as laity were assumed to be illiterate. They were required
to read the first verse of Psalm 51 in Latin,“Miserere mei Deus secundum misericordiam tuam iuxta multitudinem
miserationum tuarum dele iniquitates meas.” (“Have mercy on me, O God, according to your steadfast love;
according to your abundant mercy blot out my transgressions”). If they failed the reading test then they
were sentenced to death. Eventually, people realized they could take advantage of this clerical privilege by
memorizing the verse. Psalm 51:1 became known as the “neck verse” because correctly reciting it could
spare your neck from the noose.

There was even an old song that alluded to people using the neck verse to evade accountability. People sang:
If a clerk had been taken

For stealing of bacon,
For burglary, murder, or rape,

1 Wilda C. Gafney, A Women’s Lectionary for the Whole Church Year A (New York: Church Publishing, 2021), Lent 1,
Kindle

2 https://www.wilgafney.com/2019/03/05/ritualizing-bathshebas-rape

3 Newman F. Baker, (1927) “Benefit of Clergy--A Legal Anomaly,” Kentucky Law Journal: Vol. 15: Iss. 2,

Article 1. https://uknowledge.uky.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=4977 &context=klj
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If he could but rehearse
(Well prompt) his neck verse
He never could fail to escape.*

There was an old saying, “If they could not read their neck verse at the sessions, they must sing it at

the gallows.” Psalm 51 has been used for various unjust contexts, although this is unsurprising given its
origins. For this prayer to have liberating effects in our public worship, we leaders carry a responsibility to
intentionally transform our use of this text to challenge and subvert power. In our faith communities which
are statistically certain to have assault survivors present, we might reconsider whether any use of this text is
necessary, empathically holding the reality that, despite intentions, it may always do more harm than good.

Interpersonal - Too many faith leaders teach people that the voice within them that makes them feel
terrible about themselves is God. God is not the voice that shames us for our shortcomings, confirms our
insecurities, and keeps us fixated on our past mistakes. If any voice within us is the voice of God, it’s the
voice that forgives us, lures us into a new future, and inspires our continual renewal.

Psalm 51 is one of the most commonly recited Psalms in the Catholic, Orthodox, and Anglican daily

office. Despite its issues, many readers resonate with the Psalm because its penitential language offers a
framework for individuals and communities to make a habit of humbly acknowledging their shortcomings
and experiencing God’s abundant mercy. Of course, there’s an unhealthy version of these types of prayers
when they’re used to exacerbate people’s shame, but these prayers can also be used to release people from
shame.

Confession doesn’t have to just be about listing our wrongs. Confession can also provide space to offload
everything that troubles us. Like a computer crashes from running too many programs, or a plastic bag
rips open from being stuffed with too many groceries, or a pressure cooker explodes from the build-up of
steam with no release valve, we will break down if we don’t release everything that builds up inside us.And
release can begin by vocalizing our burdens to one another. Confession can provide space for that healing
work.

Shame always piles up if you don’t do something about it. Have you ever felt ashamed after messing up, but
then felt a double serving of shame for your mess-up being part of a pattern of mess-ups? And then, as you
start to work through your shame, you risk subjecting yourself to a triple serving of shame—this time for
not being able to stop feeling your shame.VVe need help releasing all this junk from our minds and bodies.

Sometimes progressive spiritual communities neglect the sacrament of confession. | think it’s partly due
to the fact that confession loses some of its urgency when we don’t frame confession as something that
rescues you from being on God’s bad side.And the list of asserted “bad things we need to repent for” is

4 Baker, 97.
5 Baker, 98.
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typically a lot smaller in progressive spaces than fundamentalist ones, so some people can feel like confession
is only for huge problems and emergency situations. But we can reclaim confession as a tool to make space
for the big things and the little things.

Confession can also provide space for shared grief.We grieve our losses, but we also grieve for our struggle
under capitalism, for the climate catastrophe, for the targeted violence against our LGBTQ+ siblings, and for
the genocides in Palestine, Congo, and Sudan.And grieving with those who grieve begins with sharing space and
vocalizing our grief.

| think it’s important for us spiritual leaders to ask ourselves if our community is a space where people
feel safe and comfortable to confess whatever troubles them. Or do people feel like they can only share
troubles that seem big enough to be “worthy” of people’s attention? This is also an important question to
ask yourself about any community you’re a part of, including your friends.

We bear the task of fostering communities where confession isn’t a plea to avoid divine wrath, or a trick

to evade accountability, but a courageous embrace of vulnerability. In these nurturing spaces, confession
becomes a freeing act, manifested in our embodiment of divine forgiveness. Let’s imagine new ways we can
weave confession into the fabric of our communal experience, not as a mere ritual, but as a healing practice.

May confession aid our daily renewal.

Words for inspiration:
“Women must question Robert’s way of seeing such positive value in oppressed black women identifying
with Christ through their common suffering wrought by cross-bearing. Black women should never be en-

couraged to believe that they can be united with God through this kind of suffering.”

- Delores S. Williams
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Eight African countries with outstanding railway systems

Beaufort, South Carolina, schools return most books to shelves after attempt to ban 97
Why We Should Never Forget The Power of Black VWomen Abolitionists

Israel detains Palestinians from Gaza residential complex

Training, mental health recovery called key for single moms to escape poverty

[enfleshed 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 theolo-
gian 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.

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.
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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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