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Psalm 1 enfleshed

spiritual nourishment for collective liberation



May 12, 2024

TEXTS

May 12, 2024

Acts 1:15-17, 21-26
Psalm 1

1 John 5:9-13

John 17:6-19

What links the texts this week?

It’s not that binaries are always helpful. We don’t rely on them, but we can also feel the difference
between those who are following Empire and those who are not. It’s less about who is a good person,
and more about who we can safely keep proximate to our movements. The stakes are too high. The
Empire’s narrative and God’s Testimony must be distinguished so we can distance ourselves from
imperial influencers out of our love for all people. May we rightly discern potential threats without
giving in to disposability logics. May our ways of categorization create space for murky middles and
humanities compromised by colonized minds.

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

Call to worship

Blessed are those
who do not walk in step with the wicked,
but who camp out against systems of slaughter.

Blessed are those
who do not walk in step with the wicked,
but who barricade-out foot soldiers of empire.

Blessed are those
who do not walk in step with the wicked,
but who keep one another safe
for they are in lock-step with liberation
and they are the People of God.


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

Opening Prayer

God of Justice—we will not keep company with those who mock the sacredness of life! We will tune out
their vitriol with our collective singing, for we delight in Liberating Love! Soldiers of colonialism—go home!
We don’t want you here! Repent and start anew! For we are guided by young people who refuse to heed
the rules of those who have failed to protect them. We are guided by the courageous and tenderhearted,
those who protect every child’s right to flourish. May it be so. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

The wicked are like chaff that the wind blows away. So, together, we will build something beautiful and
lasting, that no wind can blow away. We will take reverent care of one another and our planet home, our
work rooted in mutuality. We bring forth our offerings this day—strong and good.

Prayer of Dedication

Holy Spirit—undo, unlearn, unravel every lie of colonialism we have been taught, every legacy of
violence passed down. Shake out the dusty logic of empire, pour into us the refreshing splendor of
interdependence, of belonging to one another. Bless our offerings to our unfolding dreams. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth delighting in Holy Interdependence—
meditate on it day and night,

that we may become wise like elder, oak tree,
like a wave of young people

determined in their hope.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How does your tradition handle righteous/wicked binaries? What do you believe this says about your
denomination? Could changes be made to create a more compassionate message?

*  Who is keeping your spiritual community from becoming stagnant in how it responds to injustice? How
can these folks be better supported and uplifted?

* How can you more consistently ensure that all that benefits you also benefits others who are more
marginalized even if it may not have been intended to!?

Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Grey Oletsa (they/she).

Cosmiic - The first Psalm focuses its message on the righteous in what seems to be a binary against the
wicked. Due to this surface perspective, it is easy to position God with the righteous against the wicked,
transforming the dynamic into one that inspires imaginations of revenge, carceral punishment, and oppressive
power dynamics. God is only mentioned in action in the final verse as guarding the way of the righteous, but
perhaps this invites the reader to discover Them in each scenario preceding this short cameo.

The presence of God can be felt in every space, both physical and metaphysical. There is not a single dynamic
too dark for God to absent. In fact, later Psalms, like the 18th and 97th Psalm, speak of God making Their
habitation in darkness or dark clouds.When we enter into the boundaries defined by a binary, we forfeit the
nuances that allow Life to thrive.The righteous person in the first Psalm avoids the counsel of the wicked, not
because it is “bad,” but because the righteous person finds themselves rooted elsewhere.

“The law of God” has often been weaponized against marginalized communities, so the idea of someone
whose delight is in “the law of God” can bring up painful memories and even more sorrowful fears. It could be
a comfort to remember two things: First, The Psalms were written before the canonization of the Bible; the law
of God here could refer to the Jewish Law revealed in the Torah, which has its own voice and scholars to speak
on its complexities, but “the law of God” here does not have to be a codified set of rules that govern. Secondly,
the writer of the First Psalm is said to be King David, a man whose life had him both as a victim of the abuse of
power and as an abuser himself. If anyone could hold the complexity of nuance, it would be him.

When | get into my imagination bag, the law of God can be a principle. | believe it is the principle of Love: loving
ourselves, loving others, loving the Earth, and loving God. If we were in deep relationship with the principle of
Love, delighting in it, focused on it day and night, it could be the force that prospers all we do. Not in the sense
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that we would become billionaires overnight or achieve fame and social status in the blink of an eye; but a
life guided by Love is prosperous because Life is nurtured by Love.

Often, it seems as if the perceivable effect of Love is negligible. This can be attributed to the invisible labor
of Love, if we could borrow a term from feminist thinker Arlene Kaplan Daniels. Through her work, she set
forth the truth: If we only pay attention to the labor that gets paid, the labor that goes unpaid is devalued,
and consequently, so are its workers. In our society, the labor of Love is criminalized: feeding the poor,
housing the homeless, abolishing prisons, stopping genocide, these have become radical stances to take.
When it’s not getting people in trouble, the labor of Love is one that often goes unnoticed and ignored.

The logic of Love’s labor perplexes the mind that cannot or does not value what it cannot or does not
notice or quantify. Similarly, in the symbol of chaff, the wicked in the First Psalm are too engrossed with
surface appearances to notice the table that they could feast from. Interestingly enough, when people who
are devoted to Love are allowed access to enact this devotion, everyone, binaries aside, benefits from the
nurturance.The way of the wicked comes to ruin not because the wicked live on the wrong side of the
tracks. It is because this way is rooted in a deception that imagines we can prosper eternally while causing
the suffering of the collective.

The righteous are not necessarily good people. Jesus questions this occupation with “goodness” and surface
appearances in Mark 10, from verse 18. Goodness can be claimed and disclaimed from day to day.When

the powers that be are pleased with you, you're good. If not, you’re an enemy of the state.The righteous

are people who don’t even care about being righteous; they are people who care about being rooted in
something of substance, in something nurturing, in Something that is for us all, in Something deeper than
binaries.

Structural - The movement of the righteous in this text is marked by a divestment from specific
institutions. It is compelling that the righteous doesn’t allow the ideological structures of the wicked into
their way of life. The poetic language of the Psalms covers this principle through its mention of the path of
sinners and the seat of scorners.The path is a habitual route used to travel towards a specific destination.
The seat is a place of resting, comfort, and authority. The righteous person in the Psalms is divested of these
institutions because he understands that these modes of living are disconnected to substance, that force
which is Life perpetuating life.

In speaking about the path of sinners, it is important to make a distinction: this is not the path of people
who do bad things. Everyone does “bad” things - that is, everyone makes mistakes, and everyone does
things that weigh on their conscience, falling short of their own standards. Everyone makes choices that
could have been better informed by a liberation-oriented worldview. Even the most liberation-minded
people whose praxis puts the rest of ours to shame - they are still failing towards freedom. No one is
above this experience because no one is above the need for grace, both Divine and from other people.
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In this way, | believe the path of sinners to be a habitual frame of mind that translates into a habitual way of
living. If repentance is a transformation of the mind towards life and grace, the path of sinners is a stagnation
towards decay and denigration.The final part of the Psalm forecasts the path of the wicked as one that dies.
When we consider the purpose of a path, it is that it should be clear and efficient, leading to a destination
without causing confusion for any traveler.The desire path positively enforces this idea: people see through
the inefficiency of a designated path and form one of their own, which is often more efficient and direct. In
this way, when a path, or an institution, is formulated around habitually missing the mark, the path will always
lead in aimless circles. This is not to say that forming practices that make it more graceful for people to admit
to harm is misinformed; accountability is important. However, the path of sinners appears to be oriented in a
labyrinthine formation. Its purpose is not to lead to life or truth, but to confuse and to exhaust resources. It
pairs well with the seat of scorners.

The seat of scorners addresses the denigration that flows from a system where the mindset is one meant to
lead people into missing the mark. If people are constantly so afraid of being scorned, of having any honest
attempt at life-giving behavior ridiculed, then of course, they will turn away quickly from that path.This is
how oppressive institutions are established: our need to be superior to one another is the rule of the day.
We cannot relate to another through the lens of life, of grace, of encouragement, of community support.As
long as we have found a little bit more stability in the confusion that is the path of sinners, then we have the
power over the others.And we sit this power down in the seat of scorners.

Both of these modes are disconnected from substance.This is why the wicked are likened to chaff, the

husk separated from the nutritious kernel. Many interpretations of this verse add an additional layer of
worthlessness, which | believe is unnecessary.The divinity of the wicked, while co-opted by death-dealing
institutions, remains intact; they cannot be worthless. Before it becomes chaff, the husk plays a protective

role in the development of grain. Is it possible that wickedness is not some sort of villainous role in a fixed
narrative, but a paradigm rooted in a death-oriented logic? As chaff, the husk can be used in food for livestock,
as well as mulch to increase water retention in soil and fuel for fire. The chaff is still a valuable energy. It
requests transformation to move into a cycle of life perpetuating life.

Interpersonal - Moving from the point of understanding the institutions kept alive through structural
leanings towards death, how can we cultivate the relationships that keep us nourished and able to take
accountability? We are resourced through each other’s strength and vulnerability, and we build capacity for
these connections through cultivating a deep connection to the Divine.

Paul Robeson was the son of an enslaved preacher. He was no stranger to the ways institutions had
blocked him off from existing in freedom.The racist society held him stagnant after law school, offering
few opportunities for Black lawyers. Mr. Robeson sought community through the arts as a gifted actor and
singer, eventually blossoming into renown. Still, in the 50s, the institutions mocked him, completely blocking
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his international travel and harshly restricting his performances within the States. For close to a decade,
in reaction to his left-leaning, union-supporting liberatory political stances, Paul Robeson lived under close
surveillance.

If you are familiar with the words,“We are each other’s harvest,” you have Mr. Robeson to thank.
Gwendolyn Brooks said that his was the symbolic “adult voice” that rang out in the powerful poem she
wrote, also named after him.Through the friendship she had with Mr. Robeson, Ms. Brooks discovered

a truth, deep and convicting. She understood that, in the same way the righteous in the First Psalm are
likened to trees nourished because of their access to streams, we are all resourced by the “forgoing Rolling
River” people in our lives.And if we can be so blessed, we can in turn become mature like trees that give
forth fruit in their season.

The cultivation of our connection with the Divine isn’t for the purpose of garnering points on a cosmic
scorecard or being the big boss atop the corporate ladder of modern spirituality.VVe are resourced for

our abundance and we are resourced for the nourishment of one another.VWhen Ms. Brooks says that

“we are each other’s business,” it begins to expose why the wicked in the First Psalm cannot stand in the
day of judgment.The wicked seek only their own benefit, especially at the cost of others: this is how the
institutions warp our minds into believing the myth of scarcity. Judgment is truth in the light of day: the hens
have come home to roost. Grace can ease the bearing of consequences and soften the heart. But, pride
makes judgment sting even hotter; the fear of isolation hardens the heart. The wicked, so long isolated from
community and from grace, cannot handle the weight of belonging with anyone. Consequently, the wicked
desire power over, never power with.

Religious trauma makes the concept of “sinners” a difficult concept for me to contend with. So Ms. Brooks
guides me again through it, whether she knows it or not:“We are each other’s magnitude and bond.”

Why don’t sinners feel that they can stand in the congregation of the righteous? Sinners felt completely
comfortable in the presence of Jesus.And throughout history, real liberatory Love continues to draw
people into deeper union and community with the Divine. If we are each other’s bond, then we are

each other’s link to the congregation of the righteous. If we measured one another’s magnitude by how
connected we were to one another, how much greater and more confident would we be in the presence of
truth in the light, of judgement?

Mystics call it the illusion of separation.This is why the righteous meditates on the law of God day and
night. This person’s practice in the Psalms saw them feel spiritually connected through a meditative practice.
What ways can we nurture our own spiritual connections to stave off the illusion of separations? For

many of us, myself included, the illusion of separation feels pretty damn real. My parents don’t think being
nonbinary is a real thing. Friends bail on me;| don’t text back out of anger and hurt. My partner is out with
the boys ‘til late. It’s just me and Netflix now.

O Sweet Balm of Harvest, help us see each other through from one season into the next. O Steadfast
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Guard of Business, guide us through grace to your gentleness. Help us stand confidently in the light of truth.
O Brilliant Magnitude, O Bond of our bonds, give us your bigness out of your bountiful generosity and give
us your love that pursues and holds throughout the ages.

Sources

https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chaff

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Paul-Robeson

https://thepbsblog.com/tag/gwendolyn-brooks/

Words for inspiration:

“Every artist, every scientist, must decide now where [they] stands. [A person] has no alter-
native. There is no standing above the conflict on Olympian heights. There are no impartial
observers. Through the destruction, in certain countries, of the greatest of man’s literary
heritage, through the propagation of false ideas of racial and national superiority, the artist,
the scientist, the writer is challenged. The struggle invades the formerly cloistered halls of
our universities and other seats of learning. The battlefront is everywhere. There is no shel-
tered rear.”

— Paul Robeson,
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Student protests are exposing our whole system

LEVER TIME PREMIUM: How Reagan Created Today’s Monopoly Crisis

Rep. Ritchie Torres brings bill to place antisemitism monitors on college campuses
Columbia President Cracks Down On Student Advocacy For Palestine

A Doctor at Cigna Said Her Bosses Pressured Her to Review Patients’ Cases Too Quickly.

[enfleshe]d doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought
partners

Commentaries Author

When Grey Oletsa isn’t neck-deep in birth-work, they bring stories to
life through writing, music, film, fiber, and a sense of humor that
functions against all odds. They adore alternative music, good food you
have to dig into with your fingers, and learning weird new things from
Tumblr sh*tposts. Besides people-watching and participating in the
simulation, the Nairobi-based poet creates community through art.
For people who want to connect, my email jonoletsa@gmail.com

or |G @gracia.oletsa works just fine. And for people who want to
support my work, they can subscribe to my newsletter here, or
directly via my Paypal gronathana@gmail.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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https://www.blackcatholicmessenger.org/ritchie-torres-columbia-act/
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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 inffo@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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