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Acts 8:26-40
Psalm 22:25-31
1 John 4:7-21
John 15:1-8

What links the texts this week?

Our fear of the Lord isn’t the same as us being afraid of God. We shouldn’t be afraid of those we love.
The scriptures and our lived experiences attest that the two, love and fear, are incompatible. Love will
not dispose of us. Love will not burn us away. We praise our Holy One not out of obligation, coer-
cion, or intimidation but because we are satisfied in Them who make way for justice. Praise the God
of hope for the Eunuch, the undergrad, the uneducated, and the uninsured - all branches on the vine
that flourishes through our connectedness.

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

Call to worship

All is not lost

It must not be

There are children

There are wildflowers

Love creeps into our lives like vines

rooting into our hearts the ways of liberation

We are interconnected, branches of the same corner of the universe,
reaching for sunlight, yearning for transformation,
tenderly caring for all that still longs to live.

Let us worship God—
Our Sunlight, Our Salvation,
Our Ancient Ever New Hope.

Opening Prayer

As the sellers of propaganda invest in our separation and our resignation, Holy Spirit, we long to remain
steadfast in our connection to one another. May compassion be the soil from which we grow, our care for
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each other as tender as seedlings. As the soul-lost treat life as expendable, cultivate in us the fruits of the
spirit—grow us in love, joy, peace, and patience. Even as we grieve the destabilizing of the seasons, may we
be as faithful in our solidarity—trees intertwining our roots underground. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Potawatomi botanist and wisewoman, Robin Wall Kimmerer, says that “action on behalf of life transforms.”
She says that “because the relationship between self and the world is reciprocal...as we work to heal the
earth, the earth heals us.” We gather our offerings, living into our reciprocal nature—at once, offering
healing & being healed.

Prayer of Dedication

Remain in me, as | also remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. We
cannot bear fruit alone. We belong to one another, to the cosmos, to the Spirit of the Living God. We
are made from the same elements—carbon, hydrogen... hope and love. Bless our gathered gifts today, oh
God. Keep us rooted in wonder and in ordinary acts of care. Amen.

Benediction

Like the moon whispering to seeds to wake up from winter,
may New Life vibrate new life within us.

As we work to heal the earth

may we too be healed.

Go forth in the glow of the God of Reciprocity.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Does your spiritual community openly express affirmation of alternative ways of connecting to God and Truth?
How would someone who seeks God outside of Jesus feel in your community? How could you make them more

welcome?

* If you have access to your faith or professional organization’s budget, what could be pruned to abide more fully

in Christ’s love? What concerns prevent this from happening?

* Areyou in any relationships where fear could be present due to an imbalance of power? How does this affect

you? Are there ways you can attempt to flatten the power imbalance?
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Application

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

Cosmic - Have you ever heard it said that “we are made of the same things as stars?” The Natural History
Museum of London received this query from many visitors and decided to answer.

“Most of the elements of our bodies were formed in stars over the course of billions of years and multiple star
lifetimes. However, it’s also possible that some of our hydrogen (which makes up roughly 9.5% of our bodies)
and lithium, which our body contains in very tiny trace amounts, originated from the Big Bang.”

It may feel like a poetic sentiment, but there is scientific truth to the claim. Of course, we know that science
and poetry are not opposites, but they are often constructed as such.As National Geographic reminds us,
“matter is never created nor destroyed, it cycles through our world. Atoms that were in a dinosaur millions of
years ago—and in a star billions of years before that— may be inside you today.”

This is due to the Law of Conservation of Mass. Though matter might change its form, “the same amount of
matter exists before and after the change—none is created or destroyed.” To illustrate this, consider a cup of
water with three ice cubes in it.As the ice cubes melt, they change their physical properties. But there is no
less mass in the cup.The ice cubes do not disappear. The amount of water in the cup does not decrease as the
ice melts.

This happens on an observable level as well as on a chemical level. Consider the process of photosynthesis.
Plants change light energy, taken from the sun, into chemical energy.This energy is stored as sugar.The bottom
line for National Geographic is this:

“Matter cycles through the universe in many different forms. In any physical or chemical change, matter doesn’t
appear or disappear. Atoms created in the stars (a very, very long time ago) make up every living and nonliving
thing on Earth—even you. It’s impossible to know how far and through what forms your atoms traveled to make
you.And it’s impossible to know where they will end up next.”

One would think that the National Geographic had a poet on their writing staff.

Abide in me as | abide in you. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you
unless you abide in me.

This passage is the sibling text of another passage in John. In John 14, Jesus says

“l am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. If you know me, you will know
my Father also. From now on you do know him and have seen him.”

This passage has been used, of course, to further the cause of Christian Supremacy and violent dogmatism. If
we believe that the way of Christ is designed to end at Christianity, we, too, will fall into this trap. Surely, in a
world where there are more religions and truths besides Christianity, we should not believe that Jesus is the
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only way to moral living. If you feel Jesus comes off as uncharacteristically authoritarian, you are not wrong
to feel this way. After all, what do you mean “neither can you unless™? Is that a threat!?

If we take seriously our commitments to expansive and diverse communities, we cannot read this text as
one that proves Jesus is the only path to spirituality. One thing that Jesus may be getting at in this scripture
is the sense of continuity or legacy. If there is one thing that Jesus insists on throughout his ministry, it is his
connection to and respect for the tradition of his upbringing. Not only does he study the holy scriptures,
but he engages them. Jesus is not a Christian. He is a Jewish person with deep regard for the tradition and
the people.And he is not remarkable for doing so.

We get a sense of this when Jesus is found in the temple as a young boy. Luke 2 describes the scene in this
way:

After three days they found him in the temple courts, sitting among the teachers, listening to them and
asking them questions. Everyone who heard him was amazed at his understanding and his answers.

Certainly, it is compelling that a twelve-year-old would be listening and asking the temple teachers
questions. But is it not also beautiful that Jesus is received by a community of teaching elders who steward
his curiosity with care? We can reflect on those in our lives who cared enough about the continuity of our
traditions (families, community organizations, extracurricular activities) that they spent time with us.

They abide with us.They dwell with us.They made room for our questions after school and didn’t mind
when we reached for a second helping of chips at the living room table.This text is challenging because it
reminds us that we live in a Christo-centric world.Wars have been fought, people have been abused and the
Earth has been exploited due to a selfish Christian worldview.We can push back against these narratives by
resisting the temptation to take this scripture as evidence that Jesus is the only path to moral and ethical
living.

Structural - He removes every branch in me that bears no fruit. Every branch that bears fruit he prunes to
make it bear more fruit.

It is known that pruning a tree can help to grow the tree in the end. In their advice to consumers, Home
Depot teaches that pruning trees and bushes can “encourage airflow and healthy growth.” Though pruning
is a “fairly simple task,” consumers are advised to approach the chore with “the right tools” and “during the
right season for each plant.” Pruning cannot be done haphazardly or out of anger.The gardener must have
a plan, the proper set of tools, and patience to work around the plants with care. Pruning is not done to be
cruel, nor is it designed to punish the dead debris of the plant in question. Instead, it is designed to amplify
the life of the plant.

Too often, people who have political power believe themselves to be gods. Never mind that such political
power may have been earned through corruption, violence or unethical behavior.When Jesus talks about
being the true vine and his Parent being the vinegrower, he talks about the work that the vinegrower does.
But pruning must be done with life in mind, not death.
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For example, when city, state and federal budgets are up for renegotiation, the wrong things get cut first.
When the United States decided that we were no longer in an emergency as it relates to COVID, public
school districts had to quickly attend to a new budget deficit. When COVID dollars were no longer
promised, according to the California Teachers Association, “approximately 1,600 California educators and
school personnel received layoff notices” which represents a higher number than previous years.

In Chicago, a 2.8-billion-dollar boost of federal COVID dollars for the public school district helped to change
the experience of schooling for so many students.

“At one school, where nearly all of the students came from low-income households, the additional money
meant more dfter-school programs for everyone, tutoring for struggling students, open gym, and even a staff-
created crafting class where students could get additional social-emotional support.Test scores went up and
staff noticed fewer fights.”

But now that the federal government has declared the emergency is over, the school budget now faces a
cliff, which is how policymakers describe the condition of “a sudden loss of money.” This cliff could mean
that essential programs, like tutoring and arts initiatives, would suddenly be canceled. Most schools spent
these funds on hiring more staff people, thus reducing class size and creating a more personalized learning
experience for students. Now, schools have to decide how to maintain a standard, and more importantly,
recently hired staff people have to find other means of employment.The children lose the most.

Meanwhile, the policing budget in Chicago jumped from $1.9 billion to $1.99 billion.
He removes every branch in me that bears no fruit.

As the saying goes, budgets are moral documents.What we prune, and what we keep, are indicators of where
we think life and death are. Can our society bear good fruit if we do not invest in the proper things? Or
perhaps a better question is, what kind of fruit will we find if we do not abide in Christ’s love?

In order to research her haunting text Parable of the Sower, Octavia Butler admits that she did not have
some otherworldly ability to know the future eventually described in her dystopian novel. She did consult
books on African religion, dictionaries and almanacs.

“l listened to my local National Public Radio and Pacifica stations and read newspapers and magazines.That
wasn’t so much research as my normal behavior, but because Parable of the Sower and Parable of the Talents
were largely inspired by the news, by the trends that seemed important to me, the news | absorbed fed right
into the novel...[Think] about where we seem to be heading— we the United States, even we the human
species. Where are we going? What sort of future are we creating? Is it the kind of future you want to live in?
If it isn’t, what can we do to create a better future? Individually and in groups, what can we do?”

Butler imagines a future in which this text comes true. People and communities are “thrown away like a
branch and wither” and “such branches are gathered, thrown into the fire, and burned.” This isn’t the kind of
future Butler is hoping for. It doesn’t have to be the end of the story for us, either.

We miss a critical verse beyond the lectionary passage in verse 9.
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As the Father has loved me, so | have loved you; abide in my love.

Again, we have the opportunity to reflect on the kind of futures we want by considering the ways we love.
Are we loving in a way that reflects Christ’s love for us? What kind of messages does our behavior send to
the world about who God is?

Interpersonal - | am the true vine, and my Parent is the vinegrower.

Writer and churchy mystic Jade T. Perry uses the internet to engage with colleagues and clients alike. In
their own words, they seek to “contribute resources, art, narratives, and experiential learning opportunities
that aid in the holistic healing processes of Blackfolk, Queer & Trans Black & Indigenous People of Color
(QTBIPOC), and disabled and/or chronically ill folks within these communities.”

Sadly, however, there are many folks who use this same internet to exploit vulnerable communities. Anyone
seeking spiritual care is in a position of precarity because they are surrendering to the care and leadership
of another human being. Unfortunately, documentaries and personal testimonies alike teach us that not
every spiritual leader is one who cares for the soul as they should.To this end, Perry has offered a resource
called a “safety scavenger hunt” as folks discern working with spiritual and religious professionals. Included
in the list of things to consider are the following:

“What is their spiritual lineage or tradition?
What spiritual technologies do they use and study?
Who are their teachers? Elders? Comrades and colleagues?

H WD -

What communities might they be accountable to?”

Perry insists on the need to “protect and honor” one’s spiritual safety.We get to ask questions of the
spiritual lineages of those who hope to work with us in a spiritual sense.To be fair, asking these questions is
an exercise in clarity. It may not be that someone is a bad spiritual leader; we may just learn, in researching
their commitments and values, that we are not aligned. For example, you may learn in researching a
potential pastor or coach that they are not accountable to the same communities that you are. Or, you
may find that you value a worship community’s music and practice of hospitality, but not so much their
expressed political commitments.You get to discern how much you want to participate with an individual,
faith community or tradition.

| am the true vine, and my Parent is the vinegrower.

In this short sentence, Jesus declares God as the one who grows the vine. But what do we do with the fact
that Jesus also seems to be quite dismissive of those who do not “abide” in him?

Whoever does not abide in me is thrown away like a branch and withers; such branches are gathered, thrown into
the fire, and burned.
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We can exegete the passage all we want.We can try to shoehorn a progressive lens into this text and we
can try to reclaim the meaningful kernel of this passage as hard as we'd like. But ultimately, this passage can
read as a dismissive and even violent threat from Jesus. It sounds coercive.What do you mean, Jesus? If we
get with you, we will get whatever we want, but if we do not, we will be gathered into a fire and burned?
How are we, especially vulnerable and wounded humans, supposed to deal with this?

We get to note the uncomfortable parts of the text. It is worth asking questions. Forcing ourselves to
spiritually bypass the cringey elements of the text does not help us.According to Psychology Today,

“Coercive control consists of the ongoing and increasing use of manipulative strategies that deny a victim
their autonomy and sense of self. An imbalance of power and psychological and emotional exploitation are
used to systematically harm a person.What often makes coercive control more damaging is that a person
may not recognize they are being controlled or manipulated until their esteem, sense of safety, and autonomy
have come undone.”

For believers of the Christian faith, again, we have learned to accept what Jesus does as ultimately for
our good.We construct narratives of Christ’s love for us because we have chosen to believe in Christ’s
goodness. But we must admit, we should not encourage folks to accept some of these words in this text
from loved ones or institutions in real life.

Maybe his speech was descriptive and not prescriptive. If Jesus came to set the captives free, then yes, those
who do not align with this vision and orient themselves to making it true are indeed withering away. Those
who are against the freedom of the captives are morally withered.

And.

In our intimate relationships, friendships, professional relationships, and families, expectations of loyalty for
the sake of loyalty are not typically healthy. Basing the fulfillment of “whatever we wish” on the condition of
our relationship can be the foundation of an exploitative and manipulative dynamic.We do extend care and
acts of service to our loved ones as a condition of our relationship.

As an example, if a loved one threatens to take you off of their health insurance as retaliation for “bad
behavior,” this is an unhealthy dynamic.VWhen relationships shift, it is natural that the activities we share also
shift. Continuing a relationship out of fear for the consequences, however, indicates that the relationship is
unhealthy.

How would you react if Jesus pitched this invitation to you? What motivates you to pursue relationships of
any kind?
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https://www.cbsnews.com/chicago/news/cpd-budget-update/
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/conservation-matter-during-physical-and-chemical-
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https://www.homedepot.com/c/ah/tips-for-pruning-plants-shrubs-and-trees/9ba683603be9fa5395fab901 1d
a8l14b

https://www.instagram.com/p/CQJAMMihaK_/

https://www.jadetperry.com/about
https://www.jesuits.org/stories/budgets-are-moral-documents-congress-should-treat-them-accordingly/
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/are-we-really-made-of-stardust.html
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/understanding-ptsd/202206/4-common-patterns-coercive-
control-in-relationships
https://san.com/cc/layoffs-on-the-rise-budget-deficits-hit-us-public-schools-as-covid-relief-fades/

Parable of the Sower, Octavia E. Butler.

Words for inspiration:

Love and abusive cannot coexist. Abuse and neglect are, by definition, the opposites of
nurturance and care....Too many of us need to cling to a notion of love that either makes
abuse acceptable or at least makes it seem that whatever happened was not that bad.”

- bell hooks

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Early Church Potlucks Were Surprisingly Subversive

How Police Have Undermined the Promise of Body Cameras

Biden has no emotional attachment to Israel, it’s about politics

Arkansas group raising awareness during Black Maternal Health Week

‘Correct a black mark in US history’: former prisoners of Abu Ghraib get day in court
[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought
partners]
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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 libera-
tion. 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.”

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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