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TEXTS
March 24, 2024

Isaiah 50:4-9a

Psalm 31:9-16
Philippians 2:5-11
Mark 14:1-15:47
Mark 15:1-39, (40-47)

What links the texts this week?

March 24, 2024 I

We know that this life is hard and unfair. We know that our enemies may have the upper hand. We

know that joy may have a long path to travel to us. And we know that our status on earth is not the

same as our status before God. Even in struggle sanctioned by the state, we know that our flourishing

is sanctioned by the Divine. Where there is death, we know there can be new life again. This is our

faith - we know that death has to answer to our God.

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

Call to worship

Not lack of conflict peace

Not avoiding hard subjects peace

Not going along to get along peace

But Real, Accountable, Liberation-Rooted Peace

Blessed are they who come in the name of Peace—

Inner Peace like a River,

Justice like a mighty stream,
Interdependence so vibrant,

never a thought of punishment
nor weapons nor me against you

Blessed are the ones who come in the name of Peace!
Fan them with fronds of praise!

Hosanna in the highest!
Hosanna in the highest!
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Opening Prayer

Living Christ, example of peace, you rode into town on a donkey. This is how you proclaim victory: gently,
humble, turning the ways of war on their head. We desire to fan the flame of your ministry—Calling
healing victory. Calling loving presence victory. Calling undoing the ways of empire victory. Come, Holy
Spirit, fan with us the embers of Love.

Invitation to Offering

Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King famously wrote: “True peace is not merely the absence of tension: it is the
presence of justice.” We gather our offerings today, challenging ourselves to live out our virtues, even
when that means the discomfort of conflict. For the God of Peace invites those who hold privilege to the
work of liberation. We gather our offerings, that it may be so.

Prayer of Dedication

To courage, to justice, to the work of liberation, we dedicate our offerings, oh God. Even amidst the chaos
of callous empires, accompany us as we co-create your Kin-dom of peace in the here & now. Amen.
Benediction

Go forth waving the palm fronds that fan the flames of peace—

Real—]Justice-making, Soul-changing, Sturdy, Life-Loving—Peace.
The Strong Spirit of Liberation goes with us, as we go with Her.

Thanks be to God!

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  How does your tradition consider how God and divine activity interact with nature? How does God’s

relationship to the natural world inform your eco theology?

*  What other seemingly benevolent allowances from power could have ulterior motives? How might you guide
your Faith community into considering unjust systems according to their overall aims instead of infrequent

instances of leniency?

*  Who in your faith community has seen the state’s carnage at its most grotesque? How does your community

minister to those closest to state violence?
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Application

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

Cosmic - When it was noon, darkness came over the whole land until three in the afternoon.

Many people of all ages struggle with nyctophobia. Nyctophobia is the extreme fear of night or darkness. It is
distinguished by the way fear of nighttime impacts our lives. For example, it is natural to prefer a well-lit street
to park. But if you are missing sleep because the darkness of nighttime is debilitating, that’s indicative of a
deeper issue.

In a world that privileges Whiteness, darkness and night will always be made villainous.As we approach this
particular text, let us be mindful of the light/dark binary that Christianity and White Supremacy affirm within
each other. Instead of immediately rushing to the darkness of the text, consider instead its cosmic impossibility.
The writer is clear to articulate that darkness covers the land during an unusual time of day. It is only three in
the afternoon. Even with Daylight Savings and time changes, it rarely is noticeably dark (especially so noticeable
that it becomes a detail in written word) at 3 pm.This was an unusual Earth experience.

In the summer of 2023, wildfire smoke covered large areas of the United States. According to World Weather
Attribution,“the hot, dry weather that settled in over the country, increasing the risk of wildfires, was twice
as likely because of climate change.” This was an unusual Earth experience.According to the State of the
Fireflies of the United States and Canada report (yes, this is real), the primary reasons we do not see fireflies
as often are due to “habitat loss and degradation, light pollution, and climate change.” This is an unusual Earth
experience.And the Copernicus Climate Change Service reported “exceptionally warm” ocean temperatures
in the North Atlantic. This, too, is an unusual Earth experience.

Creation groans in response to something. Kim Cobb, a climate scientist at Brown University argued,“heat sets
the pace of our climate in so many ways... it's never just the heat.” Unusual Earth experiences are indications
of something else going on.

After witnessing the untimely darkness, Jesus’ last breath and the torn temple curtain, the centurion facing
Jesus says “Truly this man was God’s son!” The signs were too much to ignore. But of course, some of us may
say, “it took all this for you to believe? The Sun has to hide out of its usual location for you to believe Jesus is
who he said he was?” But even in this passage, Jesus is intentionally cryptic about who and what he is.When
Pilate asks, “are you the King of the Jews,” Jesus does not say “yes” or “no.” He says, “you say so.” During the
interrogation, Jesus seems to irritate Pilate. Pilate asks,“Have you no answer? See how many charges they bring
against you.”

By this point in Christ’s witness, he has already done miracles, given rousing political speeches, and built a
very complex name for himself. In Luke, Jesus says to the crowd,“if these [the disciples] were silent, the
stones would shout out”” When humans cannot bear witness, the Earth chimes in.The writer of “Great Is Thy
Faithfulness” captures this in a compelling way:
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“Summer and winter, and springtime and harvest;
sun, moon, and stars in their courses above

join with all nature in manifold witness

to Thy great faithfulness, mercy, and love.”

What if we believed that the Earth also had a witness of some sort that defied religious categorization? Toni
Morrison spoke about the water’s ability to remember at a public talk at the New York Public Library:

“You know, they straightened out the Mississippi River in places, to make room for houses and
livable acreage. Occasionally the river floods these places. ‘Floods’ is the word they use, but in fact

it is not flooding; it is remembering. Remembering where it used to be.All water has a perfect
memory and is forever trying to get back to where it was.Writers are like that: remembering where
we were, what valley we ran through, what the banks were like, the light that was there and the
route back to our original place.”

Morrison is calling us to think about the cosmic memory of the Earth.What have the rivers and lakes in
your community witnessed? Where have they been “straightened out” to make room for developers and
towns! If the rivers and rocks in your neighborhood could talk in a language you understood, what can you
imagine they’d say? This passage, even briefly, disrupts the notion that only human beings are implicated in
the story. Consider the animals, the “lilies of the field,” the mushrooms that felt the coolness when the Sun
refused to shine. How does this consideration complicate the story of Christ’s crucifixion?

Structural - Now at the festival he used to release a prisoner for them, anyone for whom they asked.

According to the U.S. Constitution, presidents have the power to issue a pardon for a number of federal
crimes. In the imagination of the public, presidential pardons are thought to help the people acknowledge
that the judicial system is flawed and can be made more just. However, presidential pardons historically
serve as a way to pass favors among political allies. Presidents throughout U.S. history employ the use of
pardons to build a base for reelection and signal to voters where allegiance is.

President Joe Biden issued pardons for people convicted of use and possession of cannabis.When
reflecting on his action, he argued that “Criminal records for marijuana use and possession have imposed
needless barriers to employment, housing, and educational opportunities.” Though the pardons signaled
a hopeful virtue among constituents, sadly, the prison system is more unjust than the pardons allow.
Ultimately, the pardons are insufficient in the way of restoring justice to a fundamentally unjust system.

Now at the festival he used to release a prisoner for them, anyone for whom they asked.

The way the gospel narrative is embellished with this likely ahistorical bargaining, we get the sense that

the pardon was an expected act. The text does not portray it as just a one-time event; it is alleged that the
people came to expect a prisoner could be released. Perhaps this is the beginning of the problem.Though
our modern experience of prisons and policing is unique and distinctly shaped by U.S. chattel slavery, we
can still see the flaws in the historic system of prisons. If we are students of abolition, some questions arise
as we encounter this text.

How many other prisoners besides Jesus are awaiting their freedom? What is the rubric by which prisoners
are released? What does Pilate stand to gain from releasing certain prisoners at certain times!? How does
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an established festival of prisoner release create a demand for a constant supply of prisoners? What happens
to the released prisoners when they are freed? Who is responsible for the ongoing care of these released
people?

So Pilate, wishing to satisfy the crowd, released Barabbas for them, and dfter flogging Jesus he handed him over to be
crucified.

A few things happen in this very short sentence. First, it is established that Pilate in this narrative, contrary
to historical Pilate, is moved by public opinion. Second, that Barabbas is released not because of Barabbas’
own need to be free, but because the crowd demands it. And thirdly, the release of one prisoner did not
impact Pilate’s moral compass as imagined by the Markan author. Even though Barabbas was freed, Pilate still
is invested in the punishment system of his day. Freeing Barabbas does not change Pilate. Even if any similar
event had ever taken place, it may be more likely that the tradition of releasing prisoners was not about
justice but about crowd control and capitulating to the State’s constituents. Much like presidential pardons,
these releases (for which there is no convincing historical record) behaved as a way of keeping the crowd on
Pilate’s side.

They compelled a passer-by, who was coming in from the country, to carry his cross; it was Simon of Cyrene, the father
of Alexander and Rufus.

Rev. Henry Masters, a UMC pastor, is producing a musical about Simon of Cyrene.According to the Michigan
UMC write-up on the pastor’s creative endeavors, it was studying Black theologians and Biblical scholars that
pricked his interest in Simon as a Black man.

“It was in this period that Masters began to focus on Simon the cross-bearer.Though the gospel
passages that mention Simon don’t specify his ethnicity, he is described as being from Cyrene — a city
in northern Africa. And Masters, with many others in the Black church, believes he must have been
dark-skinned.”

Rev. Masters goes on to wonder,

“I think the color of his skin made a difference... You can’t stand out any more clearly in a crowd,
being a Black person.And he’s the one who gets picked.”

As a young person, Rev. Masters was visited by white police officers looking for a suspect involved in a
criminal case. He was not identified as the suspect in question, but this experience primed Rev. Masters to
think about race as a defining factor in his life. In doing so, Rev. Masters began to read the Bible not just as
words on a page, but as illuminating his own experience. Even more, his experience began to illuminate the
text in return.The score of his musical even features a Countee Cullen poem written in the voice of Simon
of Cyrene. Simon has but a brief appearance in the gospels, but the inclusion of his name, community of origin
and family is worth exploring. What might be some other reasons, in your estimation, that such demographic
data was recorded about Simon?

Interpersonal - Have you ever missed the sarcasm in a conversation, especially if the mode of
communication was written? Maybe you get nervous about people misreading your mood or tone because
you still wear a mask that covers 80% of the meaning in your face. It can be difficult to keep up with the
meaning behind the written or spoken word because so much is conveyed invisibly. This means we have to be
attentive to body language, facial expressions and even pitch. But these strategies are not consistent, nor are
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they applicable to everyone and every culture.

Tone indicators can help orient readers and listeners discern the spirit of a message. For example, “/s”
means “sarcastic” and is used when “a sender means for their message or comment to come across
sarcastically” “/hyp” means “hyperbole” is used to indicate that the sender is exaggerating. Though these
codes may be clunky for some, they can be helpful especially in online or text conversations when intent
and tone are hard to measure.According to Grammarly, they can also be helpful to manage expectations
during emotionally or politically sensitive discussions.

Depending on which translation of the Bible you're using, we get tone indicators through headings. Be
warned, though, these are insertions from publishers and not inherently present in the text itself. Still, the
headings can occasionally help us discern what is happening in the text.At the very least, headings can help
us discern what publishers want us to think about in the text. In the NRSV, the heading reads “The Soldiers
Mock Jesus.”

They began saluting him, “Hail, King of the Jews!”They struck his head with a reed, spat upon him, and knelt down
in homage to him.

These words on the page feel pretty cruel, even without the heading. But as it is often said, “cruelty is

the point.” Further embarrassing and violating his flesh, the soldiers carry out the whims of the crowd by
“twisting some thorns into a crown.” This was done, as if to say, that the only crown due to “the so-called
Savior” is one that pierces him.The violence done to the body of Christ was not coincidental; it was an
intentional signal to all who followed him that such is the fate of the one who disrupts the Empire.

And yet, “there were also women looking on from a distance.” Named women include Mary Magdalene,
Mary, the mother of James and Salome.The text insists “there were many other women who had come
up with him to Jerusalem.” They were on their way to participate in the day of Preparation. Joseph of

Arimathea bought a linen cloth, took down Christ’s body, wrapped it in linen cloth and laid it in a tomb.

Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Jesus saw where the body was laid.

There were witnesses, at least as the story goes, to the verifiable death of Christ. The writer of this gospel
is very intentional to insist on the stench of death at each sentence.We are meant to come away from this
passage believing and knowing that Christ has died.We are supposed to feel the heaviness of death and be
moved.

What happens when the things that should move us no longer do? What happens when people become
numb and desensitized to tragic stories? In Psychology Today, Michael Pittaro writes,

“For example, last week, | mentioned to my university students that there had been another campus
shooting, which occurred in North Carolina, hoping to start a healthy, productive dialogue about
such acts of violence, but the news did not seem to spark any interest, which only confirmed my
thoughts that we are becoming desensitized and that is troubling. | thought to myself,“VWow, another
shooting—and it is not worthy of an intellectual discussion or debate?”

Many years have passed since Christ was crucified.VWWe come to Holy Week and Easter, especially as

religious professionals, dreading the weight of the week.The services, the masses, the dinners, the outfits,
the hair appointments and the grocery orders.VWe may have even come to the place where we take the
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season for granted, because we know how the story ends.We know, as those who benefit from the full
story thousands of years later, that Christ dies and is risen.

But can we empathize with the characters in this story who truly believed at this point that their brother,
their leader, and their friend was gone? What might it have meant for burial clothes and spices to be
purchased and who used their credit card to do so? What, as many children have asked during Christian
history, is so “good” about Good Friday?

We do not grieve well or fully. For many, we cannot and do not take off for funerals and other loss- events.
The chains of this present world keep us from fully feeling and ritualizing our grief. Since 2020, at least

one million people have died as a result of complications from COVID.This means that nearly all of us
know someone who has died from COVID, whether we are aware of this fact or not. So much heartbreak,
unfinished conversations, empty chairs at the dinner table and left-behind business suits hang in closets.The
reminders of loved ones remain, their scent lingers and their voices ring in our hearts.

[They] saw where the body was laid.

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/7/6/never-just-the-heat-signals-of-climate-distress-on-the-rise

Sources

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2023/12/22/biden-pardons-thousands-of-marijuana-offenders-gives-

clemency-to-11-people#:~:text=Biden%27s%20new%20marijuana%20proclamation%20pardoned,possessi-
on%200n%20certain%20federal%20lands.

https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#maps_deaths-total

https://www.srammarly.com/blog/tone-indicators/

https://www.healthline.com/health/nyctophobia#riskfactors

https://michiganumc.org/meet-simon-the-cross-bearer/#:~:text=Though%20the%20gospel%20passages%20
that,a%20difference%2C%E2%80%9D%20Masters%20said.

https://hymnary.org/text/great_is thy faithfulness o god my fathe

https://www.npr.org/2023/12/29/1220114166/wildfire-smoke-this-year-woke-up-places-unaccustomed-to-

its-effects-now-what

https://blog.fracturedatlas.org/remembering-toni-morrison-f20c0495cc8f

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-crime-and-justice-doctor/201905/exposure-media-violence-
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and-emotional-desensitization

https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2022/07/02/fireflies-possible-extinction-across-
us/7795410001/

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tDuabO0X2Fc

Words for inspiration:

Consider what state of life the river closest to you remembers and would like to return to.

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

‘Where are you, President Biden?” Union organizers, residents demand health care for East Palestine
Why Do Railroad Workers Keep Dying On The Job?

How Private Equity Conquered America

Demystifying Iran And The ‘Resistance Axis’

‘Fire Weather’: Big Oil’s Climate Conflagration
[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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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 @mjbolton.

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