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TEXTS

June 16, 2024

1 Samuel 15:34 - 16:13

Psalm 20

Ezekiel 17:22-24

Psalm 92:1-4, 12-15

2 Corinthians 5:6-10, (11-13), 14-17
Mark 4:26-34

What links the texts this week?

We are the body of Christ with the government on our shoulders. We may find ourselves amidst a
transition of kings. We may find ourselves placating imperial power for some modicum of security.
We aren’t always sure whether God is in government. Church and state can never stay too far from
each other, yet we must remember that we are governed by the trees. Our faith is in the One to
whom the trees, reach both from their branches and roots. We turn to Source for security. The trees
have seen many governments and kings. They fall and rise again. More trees felled for new palaces. But
without them, we are nothing. Our faith is in the God of the trees who garden humanity. If we have
any at all, our kings should be those who bow to the trees.

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

Call to Worship

God, Creator of night skies and morning dew
Creator of ocean’s majesty and strange little creatures
The earth is full of God’s artistry

God, Creating still today
Creating under systems of death and destruction
In and through the earth, the hands of God make life

God, a Co-creator, beckoning our participation
Beckoning us to join in creative acts of love and freedom
Partnering with land and life, let us co-create

Opening prayer

Enlivening Spirit, we hope to stay awake to the possibilities before us. Come and stir in us a wild creativity.
A desire to experiment. A passion for out-of-the box thinking, acting, and dreaming. We know, O God,
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yours are the ways that uproot and turn-around, bring low and lift high. Surprise and make new. Support
us in playing our holy part in turning the world in the direction of flourishing. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Beloveds, the resources we gather tell a story of lives entangled worldwide.Through land and extraction,
creation and exploitation, violence and solidarities - we are connected. Let us bring together what we have,
that we might faithfully respond - materially and spiritually - to our place in this shared life.

Prayer of dedication

God of towering trees and tiny, sprouting leaves, as you animate life all around us, others act to extinguish
it. Forces of greed and exploitation bring suffering to plants, animals, and people. This planet, your body,
groans under extraction. We pray for wisdom and discernment in our own acts of consumption. Taking
seriously the impacts of our purchases on our neighbors. May your blessing over these offerings guide us
toward faithful stewardship of all the earth’s resources. Amen.

Benediction

God does not burden us with tasks beyond our reach
God fills us with creative capacities

to be makers of shared life,

to be disrupters of destruction,

to practice radical kinship with neighbors near and far.

Alive to the power God has given us,
may we be co-creators of all that brings forth life.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Does your faith tradition treat the earth as God’s? What does this mean in practice, and how can we
intervene when we begin to get too caught up with our “ownership” of land?

*  What natural resources are central in violence and conflict today? How does your faith community
interact with this resource?

*  What would it look like for your faith practice to recognize trees as a marginalized population?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him).

Cosmic - God really gets to work in this passage. Dominant images of God usually consist of an all-powerful
magician who can manifest anything with a quick sleight of hand.That kind of God, in the blink of an eye, could
pull a tree out of a heavenly hat and drop it anywhere.The God in our passage, however, does the long, difficult,
and ordinary work that any human worker would do to plant a tree.l myself will transplant it,” God says,
describing the work of taking a sprig from the top of a cedar tree to plant a new tree on a new mountain.

For this God, creation is unfinished. God’s work is ongoing. On the seventh day, God rested, and on the eighth,
God went back to work to create some more.As Israel envisions all the work required to restore their
people, Ezekiel prophesies God envisioning the work too. God plans, gathers resources, travels, transplants,
cultivates, and produces.

Something that’s commonly glossed over in debates about divine intervention is that a God who “does stuff”
is a God who works, unlike a king or a manager who only gives orders.“l will accomplish it,” God says in our
passage. In whatever way the work of God is literally manifested, God is a worker, nonetheless.

This vision of God also contrasts the Babylonian images of the Divine that the Israelites interacted with during
the exile. In the Babylonian creation myth, order is made from chaos like in Genesis, except it’s achieved
through a god defeating all the other gods after a long fight for power.The winner became king, and the other
gods became his servants. Eventually, the servant gods became exhausted and created their own servants in
order to alleviate their burden.Those new servants were the first humans.This exploitative cycle continues in
Babylonian society as the human kings, who represent the gods, make the Babylonians their servants, and the
Babylonians make other nations their servants.

In contrast, the God of the Israelites is represented by servants, not rulers.This God continues to work, and
with joy.And, in the image of God, we work and co-create with God out of our own joy as well.

When Ezekiel describes God as both the lord and the worker of the land, this concept reflects a more ancient
view of land. The land belongs to those who use and work the land, not those who buy the land. God is the
lord of the land for creating the land, and so in Ezekiel’s prophecy God takes back the land by working the land
once again.Theologian, Dorothee Soelle explains,

“It is sacrilege to make the earth into a commodity. The earth does not know “mine” or “thine.” The
concept of the earth as God’s good creation and the concept of the earth as private property are mutually
exclusive. If the earth belongs to anyone, it belongs to those who actually use it and not to those who
simply own it. It is the workers who participate in God’s creation, not the absentee landlords. The workers
create all that we use.™

1 Dorothee Soelle with Shirley A. Cloyes, To Work and to Love: A Theology of Creation (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), p.
34.
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“La tierra es al Senor”, or “The earth is the Lord’s”, was used as a call for liberation during the medieval
European peasant uprisings against feudal landlords to 20th century Latin American revolts against
colonizers.The image of God as landlord can be used to legitimize landlords, but it can also be used to
delegitimize landlords. That’s how Ezekiel uses this image. How can you own any piece of land if God owns
all of it? If God is the owner then there is no owner.When God is the lord of the land, the land is common
ground for all. God desires the land to be redistributed so that all people and all creatures can live and

flourish, free from empire.

Structural - In the full chapter, God had just given Ezekiel an allegory about two great eagles. One

eagle broke off the topmost shoot from a cedar tree in Lebanon and transplanted it to a merchant city,
where it was planted in fertile soil by a river to bear fruit. Then when another great eagle flies by, the vine
that was planted stretches its branches out to reach for the second eagle to water it, even though it had
already been planted in abundant waters.The parable is then explained to represent Babylon transplanting
Jerusalem’s kings and officials to Babylon and making a covenant with them, only for Israel to betray Babylon
by asking Egypt (the second great eagle) for horses and a large army to aid a rebellion against Babylon. God
compares Israel’s vulnerability to Babylon’s attack with the weakness of a vine that reaches its branches
away from fertile soil, leaving itself vulnerable to be easily uprooted. So God gives partial blame to the
rulers of Israel for forcing Babylon’s might against them by seeking aid from one oppressive empire to rebel
against another.

It’s in this context that God gives the allegory in our passage about transplanting the branch of a cedar
tree to a high and lofty mountain in Israel. This tree isn’t planted in a merchant city for its resources to be
used for trade.This tree is planted on a high mountain with the purpose of growing large enough to shelter
every kind of bird.

Ezekiel’s original audience would have recognized a more practical significance of the cedar trees in the
allegory. They understood that the cedar trees of Lebanon in Phoenicia were one of the reasons Babylon
had expanded its empire into Israel’s territory in the first place. It’s also why the kingdom of Israel
expanded into that territory. The Phoenician region was a narrow strip of merchant city-states along the
coast, sandwiched between the Mediterranean Sea and the kingdom of Israel. Babylon’s siege of Israel was
partially a strategic land grab to take control of resources and trade in Phoenicia. And the cedar trees in
Phoenicia’s Lebanon mountains were a significantly profitable resource that Babylon had already begun
exploiting.

Cedar wood was highly valued in the ancient world for its strength and durability, making it an ideal
material for constructing military ships, palaces, temples, and other grand structures. From the Egyptians,
to the Assyrians, to the Israelites, to the Bablyonians, to the Persians, to the Romans - empire after empire,
all around the Mediterranean used slave labor to extract cedar wood from the cedar trees of Lebanon to
strengthen their empires?. King Solomon’s temple was built with the same cedar wood.

2 https://www.irfi.org/articles4/articles_5001_6000/cedar_or_lotetree_in_the_light.html
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In Ezekiel 27, Ezekiel prophesied against Tyre, a major Phonecian merchant seaport, known for its wealth and
influence, comparing the city to a military ship with a mast made from the cedar wood from Lebanon. Ezekiel
then uses the metaphor of a shipwreck to prophesy the dismantling of Tyre’s trade network. God’s promise
for Israel’s restoration was always tied to the abolition of the exploitative Mediterranean trade system.
When Isaiah prophesied the fall of Babylon, and the restoration of the world, he described the cedar trees of
Lebanon taunting Babylon, “Since you were laid low, no one comes to cut us down (Isaiah 14:8).”

With this context in mind, imagine how Ezekiel’s original audience understood this prophecy about God
transplanting a cedar tree from the Lebanon mountains, taking it past the Phoenician merchant cities, and
cultivating it on the highest mountain of Israel to grow into a large tree that will protect and provide for
every bird.

The revolutionary promise in Ezekiel’s prophecy still speaks to us in our own context: One day the system
that’s fueled by the extraction and exploitation of the land’s resources will be dismantled, and in its place a
new system will be built to protect and provide for all people.

Imagine how Ezekiel’s prophecy would sound to the indigenous communities of the Amazon rainforest.
Imagine how much the miners enslaved in the Congo need this prophecy to come true.The global economy
would be flipped upside down if God accomplished this prophecy. Let’s take up Ezekiel’s prophecy today, and
do the long and difficult work with God to build a world where the earth’s resources are distributed for
people, not profit. This is the work of God.

Interpersonal - Picture the trees of our world, from the cedars of Lebanon, to the trees of the Amazon,
to wherever you can find the closest tree from where you’re reading this now.American novelist, Richard
Powers, wrote, “This is not our world with trees in it. It's a world of trees, where humans have just arrived.”
Where are you and your community in relation to the trees—both the trees you live with now and the trees
that are long gone?

Indian writer, Amitav Ghosh, challenges us to reframe the way we relate to trees.VWe deem trees as unable to
communicate just because they don’t use language like we do, but from the trees’ perspective, perhaps they
would deem us humans as the ones who are unable to communicate.Trees do communicate. According to
scientists, “they can send help, in the form of carbon, to ailing members of their group; and they can warn one
another about pestilence and disease.” Ghosh explains, “It is now thought that certain plants can even emit
sounds that are inaudible to the human ear but are audible to some other living things.”

We humans may assume that our ability to destroy, transplant, and garden trees makes us rulers over the
trees, but Ghosh also challenges us to reframe that relationship within a larger timescale,

“Trees have inhabited Earth much longer than human beings, and their individual life spans are, in many
cases, far greater than those of people: some live for thousands of years. If trees possessed modes of
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reasoning, their thoughts would be calibrated to a completely different timescale, perhaps one in which
they anticipate that most humans will perish because of a planetary catastrophe.The world after such
an event would be one in which trees would flourish as never before, on soil enriched by billions of
decomposing human bodies. It may appear self-evident to humans that they are the gardeners who
decide what happens to trees.Yet, on a different timescale, it might appear equally evident that trees
are gardening humans.”

We need a more expansive vision of the type of world we want to fight for.VWe know that one of the

ways we expand our vision is to continually include marginalized perspectives, but we can go further.

The perspectives of marginalized communities challenge the normative hierarchical perspectives we're
conditioned to cling onto. For example, we may think the way our community talks about sexuality and
relationships is adequate until we consider the perspectives of queer people.And the way we talk about
hospitality, for example, will always be greatly limited without the perspectives of disabled people.And when
we talk about a vision for the future of a world liberated from colonialism we would be repeating the same
mistakes if we neglect the perspectives of indigenous communities.

So, in this same spirit of expanding our vision by including the perspective of marginalized communities we
can also include the perspective of marginalized species.Your community’s vision of a liberated world may
sound adequate for all the humans, but would the animals in the community flourish too? What about the
earth! What about the cedar trees? And all the other trees? If they could communicate with us, would the
trees be on the side of your revolution? Is your vision of a liberated world one where even the trees would
know that they can flourish too?

When Ezekiel talks about a liberated world, the trees are considered.We read,“All the trees of the field

shall know that | am the Lord.” God restructures the systems of the world in a way that even the trees can
celebrate too. Let’s expand our imaginations to include the trees in our prophecies for liberation.

Words for inspiration:

Use this article to consider the current tragedy in Congo through the lens of the trees.

3 Amitav Ghosh, “BRUTES: Meditations on the myth of the voiceless” in The Language of Trees: A Rewilding of Literature
and Landscape ed. Katie Holten (Portland: Tin House Books, 2024), 129.
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

‘Alberta’ Chiefs Say Oil Company’s Forceful Approach Is An Attack On Treaty Rights
Globalize The Student Intifada: Organizers Speak

God Loves Autistic People The Way We Are. Churches Can Too
Why Maryland’s ‘zombie coal plant’ has to stay open—even though everyone wants to shut it down

A scientist, a leftist and a former Mexico City mayor. Who is Claudia Sheinbaum?

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

Commentaries 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.

Liturgy Author

M Jade Kaiser (they/them) is co-founder and co-director of enfleshed. M
wonders, wrestles, and works in the places where spirituality, activism,
culture(s), and creativity entangle. Over the last decade, they have had
the pleasure of collaborating and working in spaces and movements of
shared longing and action such as Texas Freedom Network, Faith in
Harm Reduction, SURJ, UmForward, Reconciling Ministries Network,
ONE Northside, and other collectives of organizers, religious
communities, and creators.
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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 info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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