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TEXTS

June 9, 2024

1 Samuel 8:4-11, (12-15), 16-20, (11:14-15)
Psalm 138

Genesis 3:8-15

Psalm 130

2 Corinthians 4:13-5:1

Mark 3:20-35

What links the texts this week?

We know that doubt and skepticism can play major roles in our lives as they can in our scriptural
texts. We are shown vignetes and portrayals of incredibly strong communities grappling with how to
find truth in thick vapor of uncertainty. Certainty doesn’t always have to be our goal. Perhaps Truth
is something that transcends certainty. Perhaps where we think ourselves most secure is really where
we can exercise the most control. When we join together, voicing our doubts and uncertainties in
community, we can become a force of solidarity strong enough to topple empires. We can become
feared by the powerful that have terrorized us. Our questions are not antithetical to justice.

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

Whoever does the will of God

is our family.

Whoever unfolds love like a blanket in the breeze

is our family.

Whoever makes the material reality of their neighbors better
is our family.

Whoever unclasps the claws of colonialism from their minds
is our family.

Whoever turns parking lots back into wild meadowland

is our family.

We: vibrating, pulsing, alive beings—

with lungs the shape of tree roots,

with veins like tributaries—

connected life on this Blue Planet in the expanse of the Cosmos—
the very Body of God.

Family.
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Opening Prayer

Expand our notion of family, Sibling God. Free us from narrow walls built by dusty systems. Reclaim with
us ancient examples of interdependence—moss and stone, woodpecker and hollowed-out tree, villages
where all have enough. Build with us new shapes of community and living together. May our lives be love
letters to our chosen family. May we be vulnerable enough to let ourselves be chosen. Bless our aunties,
our niblings, our cousins, our elders, and our partners. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Bishop Yvette Flunder, theologian and long-time caretaker of people with HIV said: “I'm really glad to be
a part of the sisterhood. The women who started this [caring for HIV patients early in the epidemic], not
knowing...how the disease was spread from one person to the next. But we did it anyway.”

We are invited to be courageous and united on behalf of our siblings. To look at what needs to be done in
our community and act as a caring family. We gather our offerings that it may be so.

Prayer of Dedication

Sister Spirit, thank you for the wisdom of courageous and kind siblinghoods, particularly those who cared
for HIV patients. When systems of violence perpetuated death, these queer sisterhoods were the hands of
compassion. May we follow their example. May we be brave in our caretaking. Bless our gathered offerings
to the beings and places where resources are needed. Bless the work of our hands. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth in the gentle wisdom of Grandparent God,
and the playfulness of Cousin Spirit,

for the Kin-dom of God looks like an expansive family
where belonging is a birthright

and at the table, there is always enough.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Does your tradition have a history of calling blasphemy? Like LGBTQIA2S acceptance and antiracism, is
there Holy Spirit work being blasphemed as evil in your community?

* How doss your community care for people who don’t have support from biological family? What could
strengthen a culture of kinship in your faith community?

* How often do you encounter mocking attitudes towards marginalized cultures? How can you intervene
and interrupt this?

Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Casey Overton (she/they).

Cosmic - Conventional (imperial) deployment of this text has delighted in shoveling religious dissenters,
especially Black and brown people, into a hellfire disguise for Nebuchadnezzar’s furnace. Jesus’ words provide
the most punitively carceral minds with an eight-lane highway to the eternal torment that makes them squirm
with sadistic ecstasy. It's not a measly, feeble life sentence, but an eternal sentence in red letter.We revel in its
finitude because we want a god equipped to rule eternal torment.We want a god who won'’t be lenient to
people who aren’t like us.

Some of y’all might not like this - not only can we choose to reject that god, but this text only reads that

way through imperial logics that contradict the text’s liberating cause. If the indefinitely nebulous nature of a
supremely consequential infraction like “blasphemy against the Holy Spirit” sits peaceably and resolutely in your
spirit-psyche, our sojourn today will displease you. For those of us who know our Creator has no use for a
lethal injection, let us steal away to freedom.

We know better than to tear out Jesus’ words embedded within a narrative and adjoining history from

their nesting place, employing them prescriptively as an immutable code for all of humanity regardless of
circumstance or scenario. Should we begin to waver on this, the Markan author assists us by ensuring that this
most poignant declaration from Jesus was first nestled in the bosom of an emotional plotline and also adds

a parable to aid the exposition of Jesus’ statement.We first encounter this “eternal sin” as words Jesus says
to specific persons for specific reasons about a specific situation.We call this particularity - the bane and toil
of any architect of hegemony. It serves hegemony to be able to bind and strap just about anybody into this
theological electric chair. This is why the narrative introduces those that wish to bind and incarcerate Jesus

as antagonists - Jesus is being abnormal and that scares them.The charge by which they plan to arrest him?
Demons.

Casting out “demons” is an ancient improvisation around addressing mental illness. Insanity and demon
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possession were considered one and the same in the sense that some external adversarial spirit had
entered a person and was causing them to act in harmful ways.The text portrays Jesus intervening and
restoring people to themselves. To clarify that this is a holy cause, Jesus tells one of his weird little parables.
But don’t think that the Christ chose that parable scenario at random. Hans Leander explains in Discourses
of Empire that,

“With the militant imagery of binding and plundering, Jesus is symbolically associated with the
revolutionary bandits who were the main initiators of the anti-Roman rebellion (cf.Thurman 2003,
147). Resembling anti-imperial apocalypticism, the parable presumes Satan to be the spiritual ruler of
the world. As anticipated by the imperial terminology in the incipit, the intertwined demonic/social
opposition to Jesus in Mark here appears to include Rome.”

Christ is saying that being anti-exorcism is giving pro-Rome.When Jesus speaks of blaspheming against
the Holy Spirit, it is words spoken against this work of freeing people, in part, from psychological shackles
of empire. De-analogized: No one can enter an imperial space and take from it without subduing agents
of imperialism who are present there. By casting out demons, Jesus enters a person’s mind-body afflicted
by violence and removes what aids the empire’s control over that person.This is not to make an ableist
proclamation that we aspire towards a “utopia” sanitized of mental illness. People living with mental illness
deserve ongoing support and care regardless of whether imperial violence incited their condition. Jesus
likens his casting out of demons to revolutionary looters who began the rebellion against Rome. Some of
us lost our mental health to the empire, and the Holy Spirit helps us take it back. These Jerusalem scribes
come down and say that this liberating work of the Holy Spirit is caused by Satan. Everyone against Jesus
has confused the protagonist for the antagonist and completely lost the plot. It is then that Jesus proceeds
to read everybody down.

When we closely examine this text also note that Jesus teaches about this blasphemy later using the
imperfect tense. It’s not a one-and-done like murder or aggravated assault. Seeing people be healed and
getting angry is not something that just happens once.VWho would try to stop someone casting away
physical ailments like hemorrhaging, epilepsy, or scoliosis, accusing them of devilwork? VWe'd have to ask said
accuser, “Whose side are you on???”

Structural -

She’s so OCD.

This weather is bipolar.

Trump is so narcissistic.

The shooter had to be a sociopath.

He has gone out of his mind... He has Beelzebub

“Thomas Szasz suggests that the very notion of mental illness is a sham: a system of subjective moral

and ideological judgements masquerading as scientific facticity: He contends that the diagnosis of
mental illness is merely an expression of social disapproval shrouded in medical jargon and granted
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exorbitant power.”

When we don’t like something, we diagnose it with mental illness (or demons).The rationale is that people
with mental illness do harm, so if someone does harm, they must be mentally ill. This is statistically false, but it
also fails to consider who benefits from us doing this.Why is this the predominant reasoning? La Marr Jurelle

Bruce launches an argument in his book How to Go Mad Without Losing Your Mind that tears our Reasoning to
shreds and asks with sincerity,Who are the ‘mad’, really?

“It is as though madness is a metaphysical zone, a location outside the gentrified precincts and patrolled
borders of Reason. Or maybe madness is a mode of motion occcaisioned in treacherous terrain: a
wavering, trembling, swelling, zigzagging, brimming, bursting, shattering, or splattering movement that
disrupts Reason’s supposedly steady order and tidy borders.”

Jesus’ parable essentially said that “crazy” is a weird way to spell “uncooperative with empire.” He challenged
Reason, so Reason’s border patrol was outside trying to get Jesus back in order after which we would find
Jesus denying his own family. Jazz icon and father of afrofuturism Sun Ra made the same seemingly extreme
decision to reject biological family. Sun Ra reported and maintained that he had no mother, that he was from
Saturn.What we don’t know or have recorded about his biological family is well-documented in Sun Ra’s
Arkestra family. Instead of marrying and raising his own children, he began a resource-sharing, co-residing
musical collective that would rear some of the foremost jazz geniuses of a couple of generations. His
biographer, Paul Youngquist recounts the fateful documentation of his “madness”,

“The psychiatric evaluation concluded that Sonny was ‘a well-educated colored intellectual’ who possessed ‘a
psychopathic personality’ that tended, in Szwed’s words, toward ‘neurotic depression and sexual perversion.”
Bruce notes that this “sexual perversion” was really speculated queerness.This “crazy” man was able to
unlock a cosmos of musical expression as a way to imagine and communicate a limitless, divine Blackness that
preexisted and outlasts Earth. Bruce exalts Sun Ra’s disruptive ideology in his text saying,

“His words allude to political nullification and social death, a predicament in which African Americans
are invisibilized, silenced, mistreated as if they don’t matter, disregarded as though they don’t exist. But
Ra knows there are vast realms outside the recognition of “this society,” excluded from its “rights,”
unaffected by its rules, beyond its “reality,” where black radical imagination and creation can flourish.
He refers to this state of alterity as “myth” (others might call it madness) and regards it as a site of
possibility unfettered by the real. It was in his role as self-avowed “myth” that Sun Ra cultivated his
ingenious art practice and black radical self-making.”

Jesus’ family with some presumed biological connection not only thought he was crazy but sought to
incarcerate him for the healing work to which he has quite literally dedicated his life.While this would be
frustrating as an obstacle to his continuation of his work, it could also be traumatic to witness your own
family turning against you and the passions whereby you heavily identify yourself. There may be few greater
forms of rejection. His family could have had a conversation with him.They could have spoken to him about
their concerns and asked him to more clearly explain his strategy.VWe don’t know how the same mother who
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urged him to complete his very first miracle had now become so sick with worry that she supported those
trying to capture him, but we get the sense Jesus could have felt incredibly betrayed. People told the mother
of Christ that her baby was crazy, and she believed them. Under this circumstance, we discover that Jesus
has gone no-contact with his family. This is a common misfortune for folks who are politically and socially
queer.

Most states include legal measures that recognize families.While this can be supportive in some instances,
these ways of lawmaking can be weaponized as a form of control - Kamala Harris built her career on
prosecuting parents unable or unwilling to force their kids to go to school. Now, many Western states have
legislated family supremacy in ways that make it difficult for those outside of one’s blood relatives to be
seen as important figures in your life, legally speaking.We are conditioned into caring less about people who
we don’t share our homes with.We are acculturated not to share our household with those that extend
beyond our wedding vows. Adult siblings, cousins, friends, niblings, elders - these folks should have their own
household and living space. If we take in and care for more than our state-sanctioned spousal dyads and
dependents, that resource sharing could alleviate too much financial pressure and provide too many routes
to material security.VWhat, then, would incentivize (coerce) ALL of those people to produce for the empire’s
insatiable appetite for profit? If everyone is more easily fed and housed, we could face a monumental tragedy
- the billionaires will starve [/s].

How much power would we embody if we knew our primary battlegrounds of resistance against empire are
in our own households where we can choose to be family with whoever we want. Someone with a vagina
can be the head of household and breadwinner. Someone with pale skin and a penis can do the cooking,
cleaning, child-rearing, and caretaking. It even means that Black people, especially women, can choose NOT
to have the entire United States as an unclaimed dependent every election year as though we are supposed
to mammy America back to health that colonists continuously and unabashedly place in peril. Should our
success be in spite of whatever name or state appears on our birth certificate, the empire cannot obligate
our proximity to them. Choosing our own family means that our pursuit of self-actualization doesn’t depend
on the compromised consciences of cishet men who benefit most from the present colonial catastrophe.

It means that we can flee the control of “Mamalas” whose minds were bussed into white consciousness

to learn fear and hatred of us. It means the empire will be forced to expend its precious profits adapting
beyond reliance on the nuclear family as a bedrock institution for its ineludable overreach into the most
intimate crevices of our lives. My family is not my captor, prosecutor, and oppressor. Whoever does the will
of God is my family.

Interpersonal - “Beelzebub” was a deity worshipped in many parts of the Ancient Near East but
particularly in Canaan which you may recall is the promised land. Ekron in Canaan has become associated
with Beelzebub specifically. This name would later evolve in what is believed to be a derogatory Jewish pun
of the deity’s real name. Ekron’s famous Beelzebub or the “Lord of the Flies” is what Israelites concocted
from the real name Baal Zevul “Lord of the heavenly dwelling”. Ekron was one of the last Philistine
strongholds in the land because it was retaken after being conquered. If Baal Zevul held a prominent role
in their pantheon, he would have had something to do with their victory, securing their dwelling place just
a little while longer.The prophet Elijah Biblically chastised their reliance on this deity (2 Kings |:6), but for
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them, Baal Zevul was likely responsible for them not being wiped from their land and off the map. It is also
likely that any major deity in that area would have only gained notoriety after a successful campaign against
foreign occupation. Maybe the Israelites hated Baal Zevul just because he was an idol, but if he isn’t real,
what is there to hate? Going to the lengths of mocking and ridicule...we usually reserve that courtesy to
entities with power as we seek to disempower them. Maybe the Israelites hated Baal Zevul because he
stood up to their genocidal politics. Maybe they hated that he represented life and thriving in Ekron that
they hoped to decimate.*“He has Beelzebub” could also be “He has the spirit that gives our empire trouble”

We may want to pay attention to our strong feelings about innocuous things that other people hold

as important to them. It might be silly to us that folks still eat chitterlings, but that weird thing may be
how somebody made it over. | can adjourn our commentary here, but stroll with me through a narrative
illustration if you'd like.

| sat in the tax office on April I5th with another clown - an almost annoyingly gregarious man that, up until
this point, | was satisfied to have not exchanged words with. His first unwelcome words to approach my
back facing him,

“You look so nice and normal!” Something was already off.“You just look like a nice normal young lady...”
My brain’s equivalent to chatgpt produced some pleasant response probably with an air of inquiry. | often
laugh or smile for my convenience and safety - not everyone deserves access to your truth.“Okay? Thanks?”
“Yeah because these women out here-" Ah there it is. The misogyny.“-got these nails out to here!” He
placed his hand several inches out from the end of his fingers to indicate long nails.“...and it just looks awful.
It’s analytically just bad.” Adding ‘analytically’ as a garnish was his way of boosting his personal opinion with
counterfeit empirical credence. | wonder who these “analysts” are.

“Well as long as they like it, | love it,” | try to dismiss instead of engage.What | personally think about long
nails doesn’t matter.

“But | mean just analytically, it’s bad. It looks horrible with the way they dress and-”

He realized | wasn’t budging and shifted his bid for validation to his tax preparer as she returned. My

light skin, natural hair, naked nails, and plain dress signaled to this man that | may be easily drafted into his
misogynoirmy. If | was foolish enough to be in Uncle Sam’s tax office on April 15th, maybe | would salivate at
the chance to boost myself up on the backs of “ratchet” Black women who have been setting trends in self-
expression and adornment since we were goaded from the boats. The long nail bit is still a common feature
in low-hanging racialized comedic sketches where a character is given long nails (or absurd found objects to
represent long nails) and minstrels Black feminine mannerisms to ritualize our inferiority.

The woman with the longest nails in the world spends hours caring for her nails and has added difficulty
completing most regular tasks. Her nails combined are an astounding 42 ft and 10.4 inches long. She started
growing them after the death of her daughter who was the only one who had ever done her nails. Mama’s
beloved teen had just redone them the night of the tragedy. Her kids only learned years later that the
extremity of her nails was her connection to her departed baby whose final touches remained on their
unbroken ends.

That thing somebody (especially a group of people) is getting ridiculed or chastised for - that could be how
© 2024 enfleshed



they made it over.That might be how they endured exile, genocide, or another apocalypse like losing a
child. In clinical terms, it’s a coping mechanism. In charitable terms it’s a survival strategy. In metaphysical
terms, it’s a spiritual technology.All of these are neutral in their equal capacity to heal or harm.And
honestly, sometimes it’s none of that and just fun. No purpose. No salvation. No ritual - just pleasure, and
that’s valid too.That ridiculous thing about yourself that you try to hide - what does it mean to you, and
what is it doing for you?

Do the things we mock like Baal Zevul and artisanal nails have more to do with a concern for harm being

done or could it reveal your discomfort around territory, like Ekron or Black women’s appearance, that

you can’t control. Friend, what is your Beelzebub?

Sources:

How to go Mad Without Losing Your Mind: Madness and Black Radical Creativity by La Marr
Jurelle Bruce

Discourses of Empire: The Gospel of Mark from a Postcolonial Perspective by Hans Leander
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Beelzebub
https://www.blueletterbible.org/lexicon/g987/rsv/mgnt/0-1/
https://www.theguardian.com/fashion/2021/jan/27/from-ancient-egypt-to-cardi-b-a-
cultural-history-of-the-manicure

https://fb.watch/rV8RANt6s4/

Words for inspiration:

Enjoy Wendell Berry’s poem “Manifesto: The Mad Farmer Liberation Front”
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

The War On Weeds

After only hospital in town closed, N.C. city directs ire at politicians

Yes, Politics Obviously Belong on France’s Campuses

Meet Dwomoa Adu, first black UK consultant in kidney treatment

UNRWA says 800,000 Palestinians displaced from Rafah during Israel’s offensive in the city

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

Commentaries Author

Casey Overton (she/they) is a radical communications strategist and
spiritual activist who is deeply vested in the development of healing
cultures. They are the editor of “Liturgy that Matters”, an enfleshed
publication. She also serves as the associate director of communica-
tions for an organization that supports organizing and advocacy for
housing justice. As a multispiritual worker, they love being immersed
in cooperative interfaith dialogue while creating restorative space for
those marginalized within or beyond faith institutions. She’s also an
amateur poet, nap-taker, and time-bender. She resides in the stolen
Powhatan lands now called Richmond, VA. Follow her on Facebook
and Twitter for more content and updates!

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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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 lit-
urgies are used. If any changes are made to the liturgy, [adapted by ____ ] should be included in the attribution. No further permis-
sions are needed to livestream worship using these resources.

Email inffo@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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