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Acts 4:5-12
Psalm 23

1 John 3:16-24
John 10:11-18

What links the texts this week?

We feel affirmed in our faith when God is portrayed by seemingly powerful, mascuiline imagery and
activity. The God who creates, strikes, is protective and omnipotent is one that has captivated many.
And our Beloved is a caretaker - receptive, gentle, discerning, and kind. We can celebrate our Care-
taker who looks like Mama shoving the kids behind her when disaster falls. She goes out of the way to
mix the right herbs when the fever won’t break. She can tell whether it’s the hungry cry or the pain
cry. She wakes up in the middle of the night to answer both. Hers is the love that shares her life with
us even at risk of not having enough energy for herself amidst the cruelties of capitalism. When the
depravity of our systems raises the stakes, She goes all in to keep us safe. No love can compare.

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

The Holy is our Guide,

we are not alone.

She invites us to wide open fields of liberation
and leads us to protected sacred waters.
She refreshes our souls.

She lures of towards the Ways of Life
for the sake of Love.

Lead us today, Holy One,

guard us from the snares of life

with your Wise Love.

Opening Prayer

Even when we walk through the valley of resource-hoarders and unthinkable violence,
we will hold each other accountable from slipping into the logic of evil-doers.

For the love of God is with those who cherish tenderness.

God, your steadfastness, your devotion to freedom, comforts us.
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Invitation to Offering

We will prepare tables for one another.

In the presence of the enemy of oppression, we will gather what we have.

We will anoint each other with loving care until our cups overflow.

Come, let us prepare tables for one another, worshiping God through our offerings!

Prayer of Dedication

Wise Spirit, follow our gifts with your goodness and love all the days of our lives. That, together, we will
dwell in your kin-dom on earth now & forever. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth shepherded by the Compassion of the Living God,
who dreams with us of a world

free from the evil of oppression

where all beings may rest in pastures of abundance

by streams of wonderful mercy. Amen.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Does yours and your tradition’s relationship with God have space for endearment? How can this
sentiment be more explicitly reflected in corporate worship beyond music?

*  How would your faith community respond to people drinking bits of Psalm 23 in tea? How can
you facilitate a culture of respect for embodied theologies that may deviate from your tradition’s

conventions?

*  What do your conversations with God sound like? How do these conversations take shape in
community? How could you create more openness for a range of emotions and expressions during

these conversations?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him).

Cosmic - This image of a God who guides us like a shepherd is probably what most people have in their head
when they think about God.This is usually one of the few ideas that argumentative theologians agree on.The
debate emerges when we ask what this God is guiding us toward and what that guidance actually looks like.

Today, many people use this Psalm as a form of affirmation and creative visualization, speaking our desired
reality into existence.We see it used as a way to align ourselves with the secure conditions we desire
whenever we’re in insecure conditions.When we’re afraid, many of us have been taught to pray,“l fear no evil.”
When it’s difficult to find goodness in our lives, we pray, “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the
days of my life” When we feel the terrifying absence of God we pray this Psalm to affirm the intimate presence
of God.That'’s why this Psalm is now often recited as a mourning prayer at funerals. It’s often recited specifically
to flip our perspective: from negative to positive, from hopeless to hopeful.

I've never been good at having that kind of faith though. I'm sure if the Calvinist predestination theory is true
then I’'m probably not one of the chosen ones. | never experienced that type of faith. | grew up in a Christian
tradition that emphasized the importance of believing our prayers in order to receive what we pray for.They
preached that if we didn’t get what we asked for then there’s a problem with our belief. ’'m not cut out for that
version of faith. | was always the lonely person in the congregation who felt like | couldn’t believe hard enough
no matter how hard | tried.

When we read the Psalms from a different perspective we can see the type of faith that’s expressed in these
prayers looks less like intellectual beliefs and more like expressions of faithfulness. It’s an expression of their
full selves as committed covenantal partners with God.The way God is described in the Psalms, and especially
Psalm 23, aren’t doctrines about the character of God.They’re expressions of deeply romantic endearment to
God, even when that endearment is expressed through lament.Take a moment to switch out your logical lens
for an erotic lens when we read this Psalm. Read these depictions of God, not as positive affirmations, but as
romantic endearments. It’s heartfelt sincerity that undergirds this prayer, not intellectual certainty.

Think about the endearments we give to the people we love.We intentionally exaggerate to express our love
when we tell our beloveds, “you’re all | need,” “you complete me,” and “you’re literally perfect.” Ve know we
don’t literally mean these statements when we say them—not because we actually love them less than what we
express, but because we actually love them even more than what these extreme endearments express. These
overly exaggerated endearments always fail, because they can never fully express how wide our love truly is.

These romantic endearments are the kind of depictions of God we see in the Psalms.Whether or not all those
“omni” theories are true (omnipotence, omniscience, omnipresence, etc.), | believe the depiction of a perfect
God-like the one we find in Psalm 23—is more so an expression of endearment than a literal belief, just like
when we tell our beloved that they’re perfect.
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In The Queer Bible Commentary S.Tamar Kamionkowski takes this romance even further and calls our
attention to the subtle homoeroticism we find in many of the Psalms that depict male figures singing these
words to a male God.

“Once we open our eyes to male eroticism, we discover that it is indeed embedded in the texts. For
example, Psalm 25.15a expresses the desire for the divine gaze, the desire for the body of God, My

eyes are ever toward YHWH. While Psalm 73.25 beautifully expresses the male psalmist’s desire for
God above any other lover or intimate friend on earth, ‘Whom else have | in heaven? And having You,
| want no one on earth. Psalm 36.8 articulates the desire that a community of men have for the ‘top’
male, a desire to be cared for and protected, a desire to ‘drink from the river of thy delights’ (RSV).™

This is the type of faith in God we see in this Psalm. Just as we verbally express our faithfulness to our
lovers, we can communicate with God in the same way.

Structural - “l shall not want”, the Psalmist says, or in some translations, | lack nothing.” This verse can
be hard to comprehend for a lot of us who can’t imagine ever being in a situation where we lack nothing.
Truly lacking nothing sounds like a life for rich people, not people like us.And eating with our enemies?
Without fear? That also sounds like a fantasy when we have people who are actively hostile toward us,
especially in violent ways.

It’s rare for a lot of us to feel enough hope to sincerely pray this prayer. Many Christian communities treat
this hopelessness as sinful. From this perspective, it’s always the individual that needs to change, not the
world that makes them so hopeless. This also creates an environment where people have to pretend to be
positive in order to stay in the good graces of their community.We need a bigger faith than the kind that
reduces the spiritual life to the maintenance of positive thoughts.

Rene Padilla described the practice of some Latin American Christian communities who “cut Psalm 23 into
little pieces, and then drink them with the tea’ for protection against street violence and state violence
from police. Reflecting on these “Bible drinkers’ Marcella Althaus-Reid commended them for their “material
spiritual culture” by literally embodying their prayers.:

The older | get the more | value the material spirituality we see in the use of images, statues, shrines, and
other sacred objects. One of the reasons | appreciate it is because it allows me to let material objects do
the work of communing with God on my behalf on days when it’s hard for me to believe in anything. | can’t
believe in this stuff all the time. | can’t hope all the time.And | surely can’t envision the protection of the
Divine Shepherd all the time.

1 S. Tamar Kamionkowski, “Psalms” in The Queer Bible Commentary, ed. Deryn Guest, Robert E Goss, Mona West, &
Thomas Bohache (London: SCM Press, 2006).

2 Marcella Althaus-Reid, “The Bible of the Frascados: Readings from the Excluded” in One Gospel - Many Cultures ed.
Mercy Amba Oduyoye & Hendrik M. Vroom (New York: Rodopi, 2003), 199.

3 Reid, 210.
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Our feelings of hopelessness are stigmatized in both religious and secular contexts.We're taught to
pathologize any feelings or behaviors that deviate from positivity and progress.Ve're taught to believe that
our hopelessness is an inaccurate view of the world that must be corrected. But what if hopelessness was
understood as an equally adequate view of the world as our hopefulness? What if our despair was validated
as much as our joy? Our negativity can be just as accurate as our positivity at the exact same time.

On February 25,2024 air force serviceman,Aaron Bushnell set himself on fire in front of the Israeli Embassy
in Washington DC in protest against Israel’s genocide in Palestine and the United States’ complicity. The
media immediately depicted Bushnell primarily as an unhealthy and irrational person.They talked about

him as if the problem was his extreme, hopeless perspective, and not the extreme violence that his self-
immolation protested.

In his livestream of the event, Bushnell said his “extreme act of protest” wasn’t “extreme at all” in comparison
“to what people have been experiencing in Palestine at the hands of our colonizers.” Bushnell’s perspective
of the genocide was adequate. He wasn’t missing information that would have corrected his perspective.
Some of us may struggle to honor his protest because we're afraid that it can be misinterpreted as a claim
that everyone should protest in the same way as Bushnell did. But it’s not that simple.We can hold a bigger
perspective.

We can all benefit from practicing holding multiple perspectives at once in our communities. Many of us are
unable to believe in the protection of a Divine Shepherd at this moment and that’s okay.VWe needn’t attempt
to make the grieving members of our community rejoice, or make the rejoiceful members of our community
grieve.We can hold both at once as we grieve with those who grieve and rejoice with those who rejoice.

Interpersonal - Many of the Bible stories that describe God’s interactions with humans depict a one-sided
conversation. God appears and commands people to do something, and then pulls a quiet exit and vanishes.
In the Psalms, however, this interaction is spun around.The Psalms open up a space where God has to listen
to what we have to say. God has to consider our desires for a change.And we can pray together in the same
way today.

What'’s especially significant about the purpose of Psalms is that they’re intended to be read in community.
Jewish Studies scholar, Lieve Teugels notes the switch in perspective in Psalm 23 “from the third person (vv.
[-3) to the second person (vv.4-5), and back to the first person”, and how these switches are typical of
Jewish blessings.“This going back and forth from ‘you’ to ‘he’;” Teugels explains, “reflects the experience of
the Jews with their God: sometimes distant, sometimes close, a god you speak about and speak to.”* Psalms
are a conversation with God but they’re also a conversation with each other.And each of us has a different
perspective on our connection with God.And that perspective changes all the time.

4 Lieve Teugels, “Psalm 23: A Moving, Versatile Poem” in My Psalm, My Context, ed. Athayla Brenner-ldan & Gale E. Lee
(London: T&T Clark, 2024), 49.
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In a 2009 scientific study of the effectiveness of positive self-statements researchers found that the
affirmations they were asked to repeat had mildly boosted the esteem of participants with high self-esteem,
but for participants with low self-esteem positive self-statements made them feel even worse.’ Of course,
everyone is different and some of us have had a positive experience with positive affirmations, but if you've
ever felt like positive affirmations have had no effect on you, or even a negative effect, you’re not doing it
wrong and the problem isn’t you.A lot of people have the same experience.

Part of the problem is that we think of our negative feelings as something we must solve as quickly and
effectively as possible. Another part of the problem is that we think shifting our negative perspective to a
positive one is the solution. Consider that the members of our communities who are especially troubled
by hopelessness may not need a perspective change.What they often need is simply people who can help
them hold all the grief they’re holding.

When we experience a period of despair or joy in community there’s less pressure to carry the weight
of your emotions by yourself. In community, we experience the full spectrum of human emotion because
when you’re hopeless someone is hopeful and when you're hopeless someone else is hopeful. Both are
adequate.

Let’s be careful to not assume that the healthy alternative to an unhealthy spiritual community where
everyone thinks the same is a spiritual community where everyone feels the same.We need the tension.We
need all the emotions. It all belongs, and it’s all a gift.

You can never feel everything you desire to feel by yourself, but a community can. Like Paul describes
organized worship in | Corinthians 14 by saying one brings a hymn, one brings a lesson, and another brings
a revelation, we can imagine the spiritual gifts of our emotions in the same way.When we gather together
one will bring grief, one will bring joy, and another will bring rage, and so on.

We all can bless and comfort one another, whether you're fearlessly walking through the valley of the
shadow of death or consumed by fear in the same valley.

5 Wood }V, Perunovic WQ, Lee JW. Positive self-statements: power for some, peril for others. Psychol Sci. 2009
Jul;20(7):860-6. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-9280.2009.02370.x.
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Words for inspiration:
"We want black people to understand that they are coming to church to get the strength and direction to
go out and fight oppression all week. We don’t want to pray for strength to endure anymore. We pray for

the strength to fight heroically.”

Albert B. Cleage Jr.

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

| Made 13 Cents an Hour as a Prison Janitor. Here’s Why | Donated My Wages to Gaza Relief

Vatican condemns surrogacy, gender-affirming surgery, gender theory in new doctrinal note
Minor Crimes Division

Some states are seeking to restrict TikTok. That doesn’t mean their governors aren’t using it

“Killing People Around the Clock”: Dr. Mustafa Barghouti & Muhammad Shehada on 6 Months of War

[enfleshe]d 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 theologian
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.

© 2024 enfleshed

April 21, 2024  em—


https://www.themarshallproject.org/2024/04/05/prison-janitor-donates-gaza-relief-islam?utm_source=optout
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/israel-palestinians-gaza-agree-ceasefire-days-bombardment?utm_source=Twitter&utm_medium=Social&utm_campaign=Social_Traffic&utm_content=ap_44rollpevz
https://www.ncronline.org/vatican/vatican-news/vatican-human-dignity-document-condemns-sex-change-gender-theory-and-surrogacy
https://www.thisamericanlife.org/828/minor-crimes-division
https://apnews.com/article/tiktok-politicians-josh-shapiro-585bd1ee2e04f618f16883b61cb45e0e
https://www.democracynow.org/2024/4/8/gaza_update
https://www.democracynow.org/2024/4/8/gaza_update
https://www.broadleafbooks.com/store/product/9781506480374/The-God-Who-Riots
https://www.broadleafbooks.com/store/product/9781506480374/The-God-Who-Riots
http://www.damongarcia.com/
http://www.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.

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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