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John 3:1-17




TEXTS
May 26, 2024

Isaiah 6:1-8
Psalm 29
Romans 8:12-17
John 3:1-17

What links the texts this week?

May 26, 2024 I

Ours is a God of transformation. Marvelous and wondrous works all become possible with divine

power among us. Nature and the cosmos alike respond to the will of Freedom and Truth. Those who

take their rightful place of power as children of God move differently, speak differently, think differ-

ently as if we have been reborn. Creator allows us to reemerge again and again with newness through

which life bursts forth from stagnation. It is our knowing that divinity is incarnated that draws us into

cooperation with the risky way of righteousness. It is our trust in ourselves over institutions and

ill-gotten gains that compels us into practicing paradise in the dystopia. We are reborn for this.

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

Call to worship

Truly | tell you, no one can witness the kin-dom of God
unless they are born again.

We die to self-importance
that we might be born into interdependence.

We die to indifference
that we might be born into compassion.

We die to competition
that we might be born into community.

We die to accepting our neighbor’s demise
that we might be born into solidarity.

Truly | tell you, no one can witness the kin-dom of God
unless they are born again.

Come! We worship the God of Life Abundant,
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of the kin-dom here and now.
Opening Prayer

God of our Weary Years, around us we witness necropolitics—policies dealing in death for the bolstering
of the egos of the elite. Amidst our grief and rage, we ask for courage to choose the Ways of Life. We
know that despair and isolation are tools of oppressors. So, practice hope with us. Build community with
us. Embolden us to change our lives in real ways for the work of solidarity. May it be so. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

We do not take the language of life and death lightly. For we know, in our interconnectedness, that our
own healing—our own dying to harmful frameworks—has real implications for our planet home and
neighbors. So we gather our offerings, divesting in death and investing in the Ways of Life.

Prayer of Dedication

As a pregnant person’s womb is a universe of connection and nourishment for growing life they decide
to grow, may we, through our collected resources, offer one another universes of connection and
nourishment. May new, more tender, worlds be birthed. Amen.

Benediction

Beloveds, we will born again into the Ways of Life—
practicing hope,

building community,

emboldened for the work of solidarity.

The kin-dom of God awaits!

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  How does your spiritual community recognize and humanize those living in exploited nations across the globe?
How can restorative and mutual relationship be fostered between people of like faith in other parts of the
world?

*  How are heirarchies and power imbalances expressed in your congregation? In what tone are directives offered

to those with less power? What changes could ease the sense of distance between equals?

*  How can you allow community members to customize their baptism for their needs or aspirations in their

rebirth? What aspects of the baptism ritual can help to underscore how it can be embodied daily?
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Application

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

Cosmic - For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish
but may have eternal life.

For many Christians, this is one of the earliest memory verses we learned. It is simple. There are many cultural
references to John 3:16 in pop culture. It can be found on mugs, tee shirts, even at sports games. As Michael
Levenson writes in The Boston Globe, “For Christians, particularly evangelicals, John 3:16 has become perhaps
the most important passage in the Bible.” In an interview with Bryan P. Stone, professor of evangelism at
Boston University School of Theology, Levenson quotes Stone as saying,“The point is that Christ is salvation,
and those who believe in Christ are saved...That is the central message of Christians.” Douglas Webster,
professor of pastoral theology at Beeson Divinity School at Samford University is also quoted in the article

as saying, “If you were going to choose one particular verse to underscore the meaning of the Gospel and
Christian truth, that would be it

This verse, often quoted out of context, is hailed as the “central message of Christians.” And yet, the impact
and witness of Christianity is often one of hate, violence, racism, misogyny, homophobia, Zionism, ageism,
fatphobia, and ableism. How did we find the perfect scriptural billboard for a very flawed faith practice? Why is
it that the most popular scripture does not reflect what most people know about Christianity?

Perhaps we should figure out what was meant by the word, “the world.” What did God mean, and who is
included in “the world?” God loves the whole world? Including my enemies? Mosquitoes? Mold? Tornadoes?
Does God love even the evil things that came into being through human invention? Guns? Nuclear war? If God
loves the world, what is the world? Who is the world?

Biblically, kosmos is meant to describe the universe and everything within it. It is found inside the word
“microcosm”.When we talk about an event being a microcosm, we are describing its ability to illuminate a
larger reality. For example, churches are microcosms.Though the church contains a particular subset of the
population, within the church you will find patterns of behavior present in society. Contested ownership over
specific pew seats, congregational responses to controversial topics, and power dynamics among leaders are
just a few ways we can learn more about society in our own local contexts. In this small space, we learn more
about the world. Small interactions can teach us more than we think.

God’s got the whole word in Her hands. ..

So what, then, does God love in the kosmos? What does God’s love mean for all things that exist in this world?
What do you mean when you think of the world? If we know we only have one world, why do we talk about
“the third world?” What does that do rhetorically for our concept of global connection?

The English rock band The Police sang about this wonder in the early 1980’s. Speaking to the era’s critical
issues of climate change, nuclear warfare and shared responsibility, they penned a song called “One World (Not
Three),” referencing the euphemism that people use to describe the Global South.

“It’s a subject we rarely mention
But when we do we have this little invention
By pretending theyre a different world from me
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| shelf my responsibility
One world is enough for all of us”

For the ironically-named band, The Police, conceptualizing the globe as “first-world” or “third-world”
robbed the Global North of the capacity to empathize with worldwide struggles. So many are disconnected
from the happenings of whatever goes on “over there.” Many people with relative privilege reconcile their
apathy for genocide, war, famine and suffering by imagining that such horror is “worlds away.”

But God so loved the world. The kosmos. Everything in this world and those things yet to come. God

loved each thing that existed. Black feminist writer bell hooks argues that love is not some flimsy thing, but
instead, a force that “has the power to redeem but only if we are ready for redemption. Love saves us only
if we want to be saved.” Who could we be if we were ready for redemption? What could our world look
like if we, like God, actually loved the whole world? What does love mean, and how can it be extended? And
most importantly, what would need to be abolished, reversed, restored, repaired in order for love to be
possible, reciprocal and strong?

Structural - Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world but in order that the world
might be saved through him.

We live in a deeply carceral society. It is more profitable and structurally convenient to punish than

to correct and address harmful behaviors. In April 2024, a reality television show called Unlocked:A Jail
Experiment premiered on Netflix. The show follows incarcerated people at the Pulaski County Regional
Detention Facility in Little Rock, Arkansas. Sheriff Eric Higgins designed the experiment with the original
hypothesis that offering a sense of ownership would allow people to make wiser decisions. Stifled by the
hyper-strict policies and surveillance, people at the Detention Facility participated in an experiment of a
“higher degree of freedom.” Describing the effort to those incarcerated at the facility, Sheriff Higgins said,
“There’s so much more that we want to do...But that’s gonna depend on you.”

When asked to describe his actions, Sheriff Higgins responded,

“l want to humanize people. | want to empower people to have an impact on their culture,
environment, and community. If you can do that on a micro level, in jail with people you don’t

care about or didn’t initially care about, and if you take that with you when you go to the broader
community, then maybe you realize that you are empowered, you can have a positive impact on your
neighborhood, on your family.”

Critics who were excited about the experiment’s premise still held questions about its ethics.Why was the
experiment filmed and streamed? What potential harm could come of this experiment and its soon-to-be-
stars being known in such a hypervisible way?

He came to Jesus by night...

Why did Nicodemus decide to come to Jesus at night? Perhaps he was concerned about surveillance.
Perhaps it was the most convenient opportunity, given that the gospels describe Jesus as having a very busy
schedule during the day. But given what the Unlocked experiment teaches us, perhaps he came to Jesus at
night because some curiosities require the safety of discretion.There are some questions we can only ask
when we are sure we aren’t being recorded.
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In an age of every intimate experience being live streamed, reshared and dissected for public consumption,
we miss many chances to be off-grid. There are some questions, including theological ones, that are best asked
when we feel safe to be goofy and fail. It is so delicate to have your process of reflection broadcast for the
world. Sometimes, intimate and personal moments become the stuff of social media virality.

At the Houston Lighthouse Church earlier this May, Pastor Keion Henderson went viral himself for telling a
screaming woman to “hush. Silence in the name of Jesus” during worship.An intimate moment became even
more broadcasted when he and his wife, Shaunie, were invited to the Tamron Hall Show. Pastor Henderson
argued that he was attempting to “bring order” to the church so “people could hear God and not her— and
I'd do it again if | needed to.” Given the unique cultural experience of Black church, this answer horrified
many. For a number of commentators, the horror was compounded by worship being streamed and the
pastor “airing out dirty laundry” before daytime television audiences.

“Imagine if your pastor was talking about you on national tv.”
“l would be so embarrassed.Who is caring for this young woman?”
“This is a power imbalance.”

As we live in a world with more surveillance than Nicodemus or Jesus could have imagined, let us consider
the dynamic of power inherent in this story. This story is as much about salvation and being born again as it is
about liberating pedagogy. According to the Education Week, children learn when they feel safe and protected.
Security theater, like “metal detectors, wand searches” and the like have been found to undermine this effort.
Instead, the reporters found

“As much as we need to provide enriched experiences to promote healthy brain development...we
also need to protect the brain from bad things happening to it. We all understand that in terms of
screening for lead, because lead does bad things to a brain, mercury does bad things to a brain, ... but
toxic stress does bad things to a brain, too—it’s a different chemical doing it, but it’s still a big problem

interfering with brain development.”

Nicodemus is a student. He thinks of Jesus as a teacher.And he feels safe enough to approach Jesus with deep
theological questions.

How can anyone be born after having grown old? Can one enter a second time into the mother’s womb and be born?
How can these things be?

Nicodemus exhibits a level of curiosity that is only possible when trust and rapport is established.What
policies and norms are necessary to create such trust! When you consider the schools and institutions of
learning (including churches) in your community, can you think of obstacles to student-teacher trust?
Interpersonal - CW: SA

Born, born, born again, thank God I’'m born again!

Born of the water, Spirit and the blood! Thank God I'm born again!

In a jubilant worship medley, Donnie McClurkin sang these words in 2000. He is not the only person to have
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sung about this concept. Hymns, spirituals and contemporary Christian music all focus on the idea of being
“born again.” It’s a satisfying concept for so many people across the world.

However, at its worst, it’s the concept that launders the reputations of abusers. For example, R. Kelly has

been known to write and perform inspirational music as a distraction from sexual assault allegations. Rev.
Irene Monroe cites “a wide web of enablers: music industry insiders, the judicial system, law enforcement
and the Black community — in particular, the Black church” as the guilty forces which allowed R. Kelly to
carry out various sexual horrors. Rev. Monroe further argued,

“The Black church missed out on an opportunity to help those in need. Black Christian leaders
have rightfully been called out on their self-serving defenses of Kelly, at times even using scripture
to do it. Seven-time Gospel Stellar Awardee Bishop Marvin Sapp was rebuked for his association
with R. Kelly: The two collaborated on the 2017 track ‘Listen..” Sapp first defended himself, saying
they recorded the tune before the controversy. But Sapp also cited prayer as one of his reasons
for ultimately releasing the song.‘After praying about it — in studying scripture — one of the things
that | think that all of us in the body of Christ need to notice is that the message has always been
bigger than the messenger...| think many of us miss that. When you study scripture, you will notice
that when God decided to do something great, He chose a flawed individual.”

The concept of being “born again” can enable us to move through the world without compassion or
reflection for past or ongoing harms. It is no accident that folks accused of violence turn to religion when
they are under scrutiny. Sometimes the turn is earnest, but often, it is a way to avoid true responsibility.

But the concept of being “born again” can be helpful in the responsible context of building sustainable and
loving communities. Ashley Ellis, cofounder of B.R.E.A.T.H.E. Collective, responds to the question “How can
people feel safe enough to show up and ask for support without shame or fear of punishment?”

“Folks need proof that if they show up in their weakest moment, you're not going to turn them in,
manage them or shame them.Their story won’t be weaponized against them and used as a reason
to call the system, causing further harm and disconnection.When people experience that and see
that harm will not happen, they’re most likely to show up and ask for what they need.That helps to
deepen trust and allows people to let their guard down.As a community, we can look for ways to
share stories of transformative decision making.”

As members of a given community, we get to decide what our commitments are to each other and the
community as a whole. But perhaps one way that we can be “born again” is not just through baptism, but
through grace.As a trained restorative justice practitioner, Ellis’ work works diligently to provide “sacred
healing and restorative space for black and brown girls and transgender/non-conforming youth.”

Nicodemus does not understand what it means to receive a new start. He asks if the project of being born
again requires a return to the womb. But Jesus insists,

Very truly, | tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God without being born of water and Spirit. What is
born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not be astonished that | said to you, ‘You
must be born from above. The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not
know where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit.

It is in this reflection that we might consider what our sacred rituals are, and how they behave in the
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context of community life. Though each Christian denomination attends to the ritual differently, baptism

at its core is a public witness of an inward change. In theory, everyone should be able to be baptized and
witnessed by a community of accountability.

We know this is not always the promise extended to everyone, because many bigoted policies exclude trans,
queer, and other marginalized folks from the water. And, many are coerced into the water to prove that

they have left sinful (read: non-normative) lifestyles behind. In these cases, how do we develop a practice

of committing to inward change and making such a change visible to those we love? What do you need to
become the version of yourself that you are proud of?

Sources
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Words for inspiration:

“In baptism Jesus embraces the condition of sinners, affirming their existence as his own.”

-James Cone
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

What does progress look like on a planet at its limit?

How Cuba Fuels the Campus Protests

‘Patients are choosing palliative care over cancer treatment’ due to lack of local services, CEO warns
Legislators slash more than $800K in funding for Health Wagon

Local Newspaper Reporting on the Front Lines of the Climate Emergency
[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought
partners]

Commentaries Author

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 liberation. 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.
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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 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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