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Acts 10:44-48
Psalm 98
1 John 5:1-6
John 15:9-17

What links the texts this week? 

It’s not who you think it is. It’s the Gentiles receiving the Holy Spirit. The oppressed singing praises 
of celebration. The followers of the manger-born King that are more than conquerors. The seeminlgy 
alienated and isolated are interdependent branches. Your categories won’t work here. Your neat lines 
and binaries can’t buy you clarity or discernment in this place - where love is the highest law. So we 
won’t look to conventional wisdom to decide how we treat people. We will simply begin with the fact 
that they are deeply loved by God. Solidarity is our starting place.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

The Love of God
is groundwater, oxygen—
Around us, within us, beyond us.

The Love of God
is disruptive, subversive—
tangled with the heartbreak of the world.

The Love of God
is spacious, expansive—
wilder than the categories we’ve constructed to try 
and tame creation.

Come, the Love of God wells up
—everpresent, liberating,
washing away our narrow imaginations.

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

Radical Spirit, thank you for Love that is at once comforting and challenging, soothing and demanding. 
Thank you for showing us when Love requires courage and direct action, when it requires softness and 
rest. Because our liberation is bound, we must move in many ways. Because we are your friend, we are 
devoted to your cause—life and life abundantly. May it be so and amen.

Invitation to Offering

Activist-philosopher, Angela Davis, famously says “You have to act as if it were possible to radically 
transform the world. And you have to do it all the time.” We gather our offerings today acting out 
transformation. Living out hope. Placing our resources and actions on the altar of a better world. Come.

Prayer of Dedication

Take our gifts and bless them with your courageous Love, oh Holy Spirit, that our communities may dance 
with radical transformation. Possibility: sweep into our lives, shake us up, and set us free! Amen.

Benediction 

What is Holy Love inviting you towards today?
Courage, softenness, action, rest?
May you seek it wholeheartedly, beloved.

Because our liberation is bound,
We must move in many ways.

Go boldly with the God of Possibility.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

• Does your tradition ever suggest that people must earn or work for God’s love? How do you explain
God’s love to children? What could this explanation also offer to older people?

• How does your faith community embody its love in acts of service? For whom are these acts usually
carried out? How can your love reach a more diverse population?

• How would you respond to someone who does not feel loved by God due to the suffering they
experience? What feels appropriate and/or lacking about that response?

Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her). 

Cosmic -In the past, this passage has painted for me a gorgeous image of a love cascade, a waterfall of ado-
ration rushing and gushing from God to Jesus and from Jesus to the disciples. This time, though, I realize I am 
reading a traditional hierarchy into the text: the arbitrary notion that God is greater than Jesus who is great-
er than us, resulting in a downward rush of water. To read this into the text seems inappropriate in a passage 
where Jesus names the disciples (including us) as friends, equals.

Maybe instead, this love is a bubbling spring of abundant groundwater that suffuses the earth, a source of life 
that we can tap into, draw up into ourselves, live from, and then express from our own bodies in the form of 
service so that it returns again to the source.

What strikes me as crucial is that this love, as it is portrayed here, is not something you have to drum up. It’s 
not an effort to abide in something; you’re not making anything happen. It’s a resting state. The love is already 
there and holding us and flowing through us into the world, and all we have to do is stay. In the section just 
before this one, Jesus says, “I am the vine; you are the branches. If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear 
much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.” Fruiting, in this passage, is not particularly effortful; it is an out-
growth of staying connected to the source of life. The work is God’s, not ours. We need only stay connected to 
the love that already holds us.

This feels like powerful good news in this time of mass exhaustion and depletion.

This is love as a pre-existing condition. We did not choose this groundwater. We did not create it. It chose us. It 
comes to us as a gift. Before we do anything to “deserve” it, it is there. Even when we fail in our efforts to love, 
it is there. (Jesus is talking here, after all, to disciples who will betray and deny him, not because they are “bad 
people” but because they are human and fallible and afraid, these ones whom, nevertheless, Jesus calls friends.)

The love is there when we open our eyes in the morning and when we close them at night. It is there when I 
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pick up my phone for the 10,000th time in the day. It is there when you forget to pray for the person you 
said you would pray for. It is there holding them and you.

In my experience, this doesn’t always feel good. To be in God’s love, to be a “friend of God,” is to empathize 
with God, to feel what God feels, which means to feel a whole lot of heartbreak and fear for God’s/our 
beloveds. To be in God’s love means, sometimes, being moved into action in defense of others whom God 
loves. Maybe this is what it means to “love one another as I have loved you.”

It is little wonder that so many turn away, disconnect from this love, so great is the suffering of love. In the 
opening of her book All About Love, bell hooks writes: “I feel our nation’s turning away from love…moving 
into a wilderness of spirit so intense we may never find our way home again. I write of love to bear witness 
both to the danger in this movement, and to call for a return to love.”

We return to love, according to this passage, by loving—not so much by having warm, fuzzy feelings, but by 
doing acts of service. (Jesus, here, has just finished washing the disciples’ feet.) These acts of service are less 
“moral obligation” and more dowsing rod, or the shooting out of a root to reach for the groundwater. We 
are reconnected to love by loving.

What are the concrete acts of service people in your community are doing that reconnect them to the 
source of love?

Structural - The love described in this passage, properly understood, is deeply disruptive of the binaries
that assign and dam up power in the Western world to keep us locked in supremacy systems.

This passage sings of a plentiful, spacious, and forgiving love that will never leave us. This fundamental belov-
edness is so much bigger than our habitual categories of right and wrong, good and evil, worthy and unwor-
thy.

In his book Living in the Shadow of the Cross, Paul Kivel exposes the dualism to which Christianity has often 
been reduced, dividing the world into binaries which are then, overtly or subtly, mapped onto a foundation-
al binary of good/bad. Heaven is good; hell is bad. God is good; the devil is bad. Male is good; female is bad. 
Light is good; dark is bad. White is good; Black is bad. Spirit is good; flesh is bad. Sky is good; earth is bad. 
Sunshine is good; rain is bad. These binaries are not actually inevitable; they are not real. Kivel elaborates: 
“The weather is not good or bad, it just is. Rain might be inconvenient, disappointing, uncomfortable for 
some and welcome, needed or comforting for others.” The binaries are not markers of reality; they are 
simply a habitual way of seeing the world.

And this habitual way of seeing has consequences; it serves particular ends. Julia Serano, in her 2007 book 
Whipping Girl: A Transsexual Woman on Sexism and the Scapegoating of Femininity, points out how these binaries 
determine proximity to power. Male is good, so males should have power. White is good, so whites should 
have power. Binaries of good and bad are also used to justify inequitable distribution of resources. Those 
who are “good” deserve things that those who are “bad” do not. Transgender people disrupt this structure: 
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How can “men” maintain power over “women” if a person assigned male can be a woman, or if someone 
can be neither “a man” nor “a woman”?

God’s love is similarly disruptive. It transcends all our categories and blurs the boundaries by which power is 
assigned and resources distributed. God “makes [their] sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain 
on the righteous and on the unrighteous” (Matthew 5:45). The love that flows to us from the Source breaks 
down our ideas of good and bad people, ideas that are the very basis of a meritocracy that keeps us striving 
to be “one of the good ones.”

What if there are no “good” or “bad” people, only complex, flawed, vulnerable, yearning people trying to 
cope with varying circumstances? 

Try asking that question in a church and see what happens to your people’s heads. We have been taught that 
connection to God is a matter of morality. In truth, it is a matter of relationship, of abiding in relationship.

A love that frees us from endless striving to be “one of the good ones” allows us to open into more honest 
and loving relationship. It allows us to be open to feedback. To own our mistakes. If we can really abide in 
this love, and live it out with one another, love frees each of us to address the sometimes-harmful impact of 
our behavior without fearing that we will be exiled from love and care. Real accountability—distinct from 
punishment—becomes possible.

May it be so.

Interpersonal - Last weekend, I got to practice “abiding.” We stood still and breathed into the center of 
our bodies, a place about three finger-widths below our belly buttons and midway between our front and 
back. We were at a retreat with healing justice practitioner and tai chi instructor Marcia Lee, and she was 
helping us practice staying centered in the face of change and disruption. After practicing on our own, we 
were asked to pair up. One person would practice staying connected to center while the other (with prior 
consent) touched them on the arm, or the back, first lightly, then adding pressure. The trick, Lee explained, is 
to stay rooted in our center and send the extra energy up or down but not allow it to knock us off balance.

During this exercise, my partner, retired pastor and potter Denise Griebler, had an ah-ha moment. She ex-
claimed, “Oh, this is what it means when we say, in a benediction: 

‘Focus your thoughts on all that is true, all that is holy, all that is just, all that is pure, all that is lovely, and all 
that is worthy of praise. And the peace of God—peace that goes far beyond anything we can comprehend—
that peace will guard your hearts and minds as you live in Christ Jesus.’” (Philippians 4: 6-7)

She was talking about abiding in the love John’s Jesus is talking about in this passage. 

I had an ah-ha moment during that practice, as well. I realized that this centering practice is exactly what I do 
when I engage in direct action, holding a blockade when angry people demand I move, standing face-to-face 
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with a line of riot police, or staying present when the third dispersal order is given. I know how to abide in 
love when love moves me to stand/sit/squat/or lie down in solidarity with what I love. 

I have also, more rarely, had a sense of “abiding” in God’s love when I have held a boundary, when I’ve hon-
ored myself and my relationships by taking care of myself within them. 

My sense is that this love Jesus talks about here is a well-boundaried love. God’s love is always present, but 
it does not force itself on anyone. It is available, but it also allows one to walk away, take a break, disconnect. 
(Sometimes I wish it wouldn’t, that it would insist that, for example, our elected officials would abide in a 
kind of love that would enable them to make loving decisions, but alas, a love that is coercive is not love. So 
they and we get to choose.)

What are the concrete practices that help you to abide in love? That remind you that your belovedness is a 
pre-existing condition? 

When have you been knocked out of that knowing, and how did you return to it?
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Words for inspiration: 

Listen or check out the lyrics to “Love” by Kirk Franklin and God’s Property

May 5,  2024

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wazZoA4CnqA
https://genius.com/Gods-property-love-lyrics
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Descendants of Jesuit enslavement launch new research nonprofit

Little is left in Khan Younis

Rejection of AK mining road seen as victory for national parks across U.S.

Why Did Cars Get So Expensive?

As the Climate Heats Up, Disaster Relief Faces a Sweltering Demand

[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought partners]
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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 
the attribution. No further permissions are needed to livestream worship using these resources. 

Email info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.




