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Psalm 104:24-34, 35b
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Acts 2:1-21

John 15:26-27; 16:4b-15

What links the texts this week?

May 19, 2024 I

We know Spirit to be a breath - Holy InSPIRation that gives and proves life. It circulates from all

four corners. Its absence is a stagnation that none can survive. As Spirit breathes we breathe in turn,
releasing a respiratory resistance against forces that try to keep our chests bound and necks in choke-
holds. We are the cleansing breath, the blowing out of birthday candles, and the CPR for one another.
This is how the entire earth was created. Peoples are freed by a mighty whisper. | Am. We are. We

breathe together.

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

Call to Worship

Valley of dry bones,
skeletons of what should have been—

We dream of your tendons sewn together,

of smooth swaths of flesh

covering the bodies that should have gone on living.
We dream of lungs full of air,

of hearts pumping vitality to every limb.

Oh, valley of dry bones!

Oh, lives they should have lived!

Haunt us!

Follow us around!

Lure us to better ways of being.

Beckon us to Co-create the World to Come—

Until every single person lives in safety.

Until every single child sleeps peacefully in their bed.
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Opening Prayer

Notice your breath. If it feels comfortable to do so, draw attention to your inhale and exhale for a
moment. What is the Holy Spirit, the Breath of Life, inviting you towards? What is your body longing
for—rest, touch, play, ease? Amidst systems that exploit us, that steal our time and wellbeing, is it possible
to make even a little bit of space for what nourishment your body longs for today? Inhale of Wisdom—
Accompany us. Exhale of Compassion—guide us towards liberation.

Invitation to Offering

In Toni Morrison’s novel, Beloved, Sethe offers a blessing to Black people enduring the trauma of
enslavement, saying: “Love your hands! Love them. Raise them up and kiss them. Touch others with them,
pat them together, stroke them on your face...This is flesh... Flesh that needs to be loved.”

We gather our offerings today bowing, with reverence, to the sacredness of flesh. May all needs for all
people be met. May all people be free. We share what we have that it may be so, come.

Prayer of Dedication

How have you cared for the bodies of beloveds in your household and community? How have you cared
for your own, blessed body? You are invited to place a hand on your heart and honor your work of
caregiving. You are invited to reach out your other hand as a symbol of communal blessing our offerings.
Together, we bless our offerings toward gentleness, towards everyday needs, towards life abundant. Amen.

Benediction

There was a noise

a rattling sound

and the bones came together—

bone to bone, tendon to tendon,

flesh to flesh.

Breath entered them;

they came to life

and stood up on their feet—

Life can upwell from the driest of valleys, beloveds.

Go forth seeking signs of life
and practicing sturdy, collective hope.

© 2024 enfleshed




SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  Who in your spiritual community do you currently notice breathing the breath of life into terrifying cir-
cumstances? How can their work further inspire others to take in God’s restoring breath?

*  Where could there be valleys of dry bones in your local community? Where are the displaced and de-
ceased who have gone without their due honor or rites? How can your worship begin to restore them?

* How can your faith tradition provide comfort to those burdened by the uncertainty of a bleak situation?
How do we respond compassionately and care for ourselves when an unsure outcome feels cruel?

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

Cosmic - Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed. Thousands of Jewish lives were taken, and the rest were
forced into captivity and exile. And while Ezekiel’s people are still trying to comprehend the devastation, Ezekiel
has a vision of a valley filled with his people’s bones. Ezekiel saw generations of bones scattered in one jumbled
mess. In mass killings like this, it’s rare that people are able to adequately account for those lost. Individual
identities are erased in a mass grave, along with the identification of the people they belong to.There’s no

way to tell one from another in the valley of dry and forgotten bones, but Ezekiel knows who these bodies
represent. He hasn’t forgotten. His people haven’t forgotten. And God, most certainly, hasn’t forgotten.

The God who restores, renews, and revives is able to accomplish that work because this God remembers how
it all fell apart. God knows every victim in the valley of dry bones, and every hair on their head. God literally re-
members these people back together because God remembers how each of them were originally put together.

Like in the creation story, God makes order out of chaos when God puts these bodies back together.And
once again, creation is given life through the breath of God, except this time the breath of life doesn’t come
only out of God’s mouth.The breath is already present, all around Ezekiel. Ezekiel summons the breath of life
through the winds from each direction.The breath of God, the breath of the earth, and the breath of humans
all collaborate to create life.

Theologian, Cynthia Moe-Lobeda explains how the breath of life calls us toward action:

“The mystery of creation “is the indwelling of God within it”. ... We “mud creatures” are home to One
who breathes through creation, healing, making whole, undoing injustice, and restoring right relationships,
so that all might have life and have it abundantly. Having received God’s subversive love, we are bearers of

294

it.

1 Cynthia D. Moe-Lobeda, Healing a Broken World: Globalization and God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2002), 133.
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The breath of life is an energy that flows into and out from us, God, and the world. If we tap into this flow,
we can experience the call to restore our connections with one another.With our own divine creativity, we
respond to that call whenever we contribute our life to the life of the world.

Structural - Most revolutionary concepts are eventually co-opted by the suppressors of revolution

in order to justify ongoing oppression.We see the same thing in the variety of ways people talk about
revival. When we dream of revival some of us dream of taking back the freedom that was stolen from the
oppressed, but others dream of revival as restrengthening hierarchies over the oppressed.

Too many mass graves have been dug in the name of revival. Too many communities have been destroyed in
the name of restoration. Even this vision in Ezekiel is used by Zionists today to justify the State of Israel’s
occupation of Palestine. Israeli occupation is framed as the fulfillment of Ezekiel’s prophecy,“l am going to
open your graves and bring you up from your graves, O my people, and | will bring you back to the land of
Israel”

But is God’s redemption and revival of people in a mass grave attained through filling more mass graves?
That’s not what we find in the rest of the book of Ezekiel. Throughout Ezekiel’s prophecies, he also
envisions an inclusive social order.? In Ezekiel 47 God instructed Ezekiel to allot an inheritance to foreigners
on the day they divide the land between the tribes of Israel. Taking land from others is the opposite of

the redemption that Ezekiel prophesied, and even more unjust is the modern Israeli government stealing
Palestinian land from those who are indigenous to it. The valley of dry Palestinian bones that the Israeli
government is building is the opposite of Ezekiel’s vision of the people of Israel’s redemption.

As of May 6, 2024 the Israeli military has killed over 35,000 Palestinians since October 7,2023, but under
the ravages of war, the death toll is becoming increasingly difficult to determine. So 35,000 is actually a
conservative estimate. Gaza’s health ministry typically accounts for deaths based on a system that carefully
tracks people checked into hospitals and morgues, but this tally still doesn’t account for those who are
missing or lost in mass graves.

On April 23,2024 a Palestinian civil defense team alerted the United Nations that over 300 bodies were
recovered from mass graves by the destruction of Nasser hospital after Israeli troops pulled out of the
city of Khan Younis.} A journalist informed CNN that Palestinian families had originally buried some of the
discovered bodies in temporary graves in January, but when they returned after the IDF withdrew they
discovered that their family members’ bodies had been removed and placed into the mass grave.

Palestinians at the scene told CNN that they’d been searching for the bodies of their killed family members

for weeks and couldn’t find them.“We had buried him over there,” one man said, who was searching for his
2]-year old son.“But we can’t find him. And we wanted to make him a decent grave.” Another man pointed

2 Naim Stifan Ateek, A Palestinian Theology of Liberation (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2017), 60-68.
3 https://www.cnn.com/2024/04/22/middleeast/khan-younis-nasser-hospital-mass-grave-intl/index.html
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to a fallen palm tree, and said of his missing brother,“l had buried him there on the side, but | can’t find him.
The Israelis have dug up the dead bodies, and switched them.They took DNA tests and misplaced all the
dead bodies.”

God directs our attention to these modern mass graves as God had directed Ezekiel’s attention to his
people’s mass graves, and asks us,“Can these bones live?” Let’s follow Ezekiel’s example and speak life to
those who are being murdered en masse around the world. Let’s summon the breath of life to today’s valleys
of death.Where life seems hopeless, let’s help one another to find hope.The prophetic call for revival is
needed now more than ever.

Interpersonal - Imagine the despair the Israelites felt under Babylonian captivity. Imagine how difficult it
must have been for some people to believe Ezekiel’s vision of redemption. Imagine the faith it takes to stare
into a valley of death and believe that it will transform into more life?

It’s hard for many of us to believe such a radical promise today as we look around and see growing injustice.
When we witness increasingly fascistic governments continue exploitation and genocide around the world,
and watch them use our tax dollars to fund people’s extermination, it’s difficult to believe this can turn
around. It’s hard to have hope that the light at the end of the tunnel isn’t just an oncoming train about to run
us over.

“Can these bones live?” God asks Ezekiel. Isn’t it so relatable that Ezekiel can’t answer one way or the
other? He can only say.“O Lord God, you know.” Can the injustice end? Can the people be liberated? Can
communities be put back together again? Sometimes all we can say, with the sliver of faith we have left,“Only
God knows.”

None of us could know, with intellectual certainty, that it will all be redeemed in the end or how that
redemption will work out. But certainty isn’t required of us. Can these dry bones live? Only God knows, but
we can still follow the call to contribute to revival. We can still summon the breath of life from the winds
whether the winds bring life or not.When will genocide stop, if it stops at all? Only God knows, but we can
always speak out against it.

We may not live long enough to see the liberation we seek but we can still contribute our life to the work of
liberation while we’re here. Ezekiel and the people he spoke to all died under Babylonian captivity. They didn’t
get to see the bones of their family come back to life, literally or figuratively. And yet, they found a way to tap
into a faith that still inspired both hope and action.

Ecofeminist theologian, Sallie McFague described this kind of holistic hope that we experience alongside each
other, the earth, and God:

“I belong to something outside of myself that is at the same time inside and all around me. | belong
to the source of my breath, my delight, my need, my hope.And in pain, loss, sorrow, disappointment—

and even destruction and death— still belong to God, though | often do not know how.The
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acknowledgment of who we are (our “faith”) means a dual realization: of gratitude and responsibility,
of delight and duty. ... To see creatures, including human beings, becoming their illimitable selves as
they live within and for God—this is a great joy.We realize that there is no either/or, but a both/and: it
is not God versus us, but rather God as the ground, source, breath, water, womb, bath, air, breast, and

tomb within which we become who we truly are.™
To discover this radical hope within yourself you can start with your breath.
Breathe in.

Breathe out.

Remember that you breathe the breath of life. And the breath of life within flows with the breath of God,
and the breath of all creation.All of it belongs to one breath that connects us all. This breath was here
before us and it will be here after us, so that means the breath you breathe will be here to witness all

of the liberation you dream of.The breath you breathe right now will be present when justice is finally

achieved.

Words for inspiration:

Listen to the devastated prayer of a Palestinian mother grieving the loss of her son.

4 Sallie McFague, A New Climate for Theology : God, the World, and Global Warming (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
2008) 166.
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Gaza live: Hamas says it accepted ceasefire proposal

Big Brother Is Watching The Protesters, Sponsored By Corporate America

There’s progress reported in Gaza truce talks, but Israel downplays chances of ending war with Hamas
Let us remember the last time students occupied Columbia University

Ciritics say Virginia fails to provide treatment for ailing prisoners

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

partners]

Commentaries Author

Liturgy 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.

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.wvtf.org/news/2024-04-30/critics-say-virginia-fails-to-provide-medications-to-ailing-prisoners
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/

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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