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TEXTS
July 28, 2024

2 Samuel 11:1-15
2 Kings 4:42-44
Psalm 14

Psalm 145:10-18
Ephesians 3:14-21
John 6:1-21

What links the texts this week?

This weeks texts are brimming with power plays. The forces of good and evil clash mightily in this
assemblage of stories. The power of God is found healing and feeding in ways we never would imagine
possible. Meanwhile forces of evil and destruction intimidate, dominate, and plot against the righteous
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people of God. The empathy of the impoverished prophet is contrasted with the self-serving cruelty of

a wealthy king. But we are taught that no matter what is taken from us, prayer to the Almighty always
remains as our mark of kinship with the Divine.

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

Call to worship

To offer radical acceptance,

to receive the warmth of welcome,

to devote ourselves to acts of ordinary care,
to rest for the sake of rest,

to unlearn the logic of violence,

to practice expansive compassion—
this is to meet the Holy,

this is to co-create the World to Come.

For even amidst tumult,

liberation can be tended like a garden.
Let us worship God—

the Holy woven through our days.

Opening Prayer

God, oh, God!—WVe feel like we are in a pressure cooker—the planet’s temperatures turned to boiling by
evil-doers, housing costs cranked to unaffordable by the greedy. The clamor of hopelessness blares from
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the news. Divest with us from death-dealing systems, that we may be invested in simplicity and loving
relationships. We will care for each other and call it hope! We will tend to the earth and call it joy! God,
oh, God!-—meet us in our way-making. Sooth our aching spirits and rescue us from despair. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

“What is easy is sustainable. Birds coast when they can,” says activist & facilitator, adrienne maree brown.
In a world full of difficulty, let us meet each other today with ease—offering what we can, receiving what
we need, coasting our way to enoughness for all.

Prayer of Dedication

We dedicate our offerings to Liberating Love who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or
imagine, according to the collective power that is at work between us. To Liberating Love be the glory for
all generations, to all flora & fauna, for ever and ever! Amen.

Benediction

May we rage

May we weep

May we love

May we mourn

May we dream

May we dance

May we organize

May we get each other free
Go with God, who holds it all
and is not afraid

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How is the power of prayer explained to children in your life and faith community? What could be added to or

subtracted from the explanation to facilitate a more nuanced comprehension?

* In what ways is your congregation community a family? Who else do you all consider family and how can this be

more consistently embodied?

*  How might the Love of God respond to the disempowering things we’ve been conditioned to think about

ourselves? What can help us give these affirmations more dominance in our psyche?
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Application

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

Cosmic - What do you imagine you are doing when you are praying? What are your personal assumptions
about prayer, and where did you learn them? Who taught you to pray?

These questions are important as we explore this passage. In the English translation, the word “pray” is used
twice, and the phrase “bow my knees” once.The writer of this letter is intentional about the power of prayer
and what it can do. In their own words, the prayer is on behalf of loved ones to receive the “riches of [God’s]
glory”.The writer prays for their loved one’s strength in their “inner being” and that they may be “grounded
in love.” Even more, this prayer hopes for “power to comprehend” and to “know the love of Christ that
surpasses knowledge.”

Have you ever prayed a prayer like this? Or has someone ever prayed like this for you?
Though he never sings the word “pray,” Bill Withers gets to this spirit in his classic “Grandma’s Hands.”
Grandma’s hands clapped in church on Sunday morning
Grandma’s hands played a tambourine so well
Grandma’s hands used to issue out a warning
Shed say, “Billy, don’t you run so fast
Might fall on a piece of glass
Might be snakes there in that grass

Paired carefully with the writer’s “bowed knees,” Withers sings about Grandma’s hands which “soothe the local
unwed mother;” “hand a piece of candy,” and sometimes “ache and swell.” Both texts think about the way a
spiritual practice is embodied through our flesh. Even more, our actions.What we do is connected to what we
think. Prayer; as a product of our thinking, is also a form of communication to other people.

Consider the mycelial network, serving as the hidden network underneath the forest floor.They serve as
“telephone wires of nature’s communication network,” doing the work to support plants and trees. Or,

bees who use their bodies to teach each other about food sources by dancing. Or newborn twins who
communicate by looking at each other or singing in their own shared language. Each living being communicates
its needs, desires, pains, and delight in its own way. Prayer is a method of communication first to self, then to
God, and to anyone overhearing.

The writer of James shares a similar posture towards prayer. For this writer, too, prayer is powerful. James
5:14-15 teaches us,

Are any among you sick? They should call for the elders of the church and have them pray over them, anointing them
with oil in the name of the Lord.The prayer of faith will save the sick, and the Lord will raise them up, and anyone who
has committed sins will be forgiven.
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Prayer can be an opportunity for community members to come and visit us. In a very practical way, prayer
gives us cover to say things we might be too intimidated or emotionally tender to say under any other
circumstances.

The passage feels like a benediction. In many ways, it can be used as one, or as part of one.A benediction
is a sending forth. It helps us to close the ritual of a service and sends us into the world with the holy
reminder of our call. After all that we experience in service, we need something to transition us properly.
It would be a shame if we had “good church” and emerged into the world unchanged. A benediction is a
cosmic bridge between one space and the next, holding us in both places at once.

Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or
imagine, to him be glory in the church...

The writer is specific. We are organized under and among the power of One who is “able to accomplish”
even more than we can imagine.This is an invitation to continue imagining and asking, knowing that there
is more even beyond what we utter with our lips. No matter what we are empowered to do in this world,
the writer casts a powerful spell that we be “rooted and grounded in love.”

In | Corinthians |3, we are told,

And if | have prophetic powers and understand all mysteries and all knowledge and if | have all faith so as to
remove mountains but do not have love, | am nothing.

Love is the glue. It is the mycelial network and the message itself.

Structural - Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all
we can ask or imagine...

It is nearly impossible for me to read this passage and not be reminded of the U.S’s continued descent into
more undeniable fascism.As George Jackson wrote in the 70’s,“The fascists already have power.The point
is that some way must be found to expose them and combat them.An electoral choice of ten different
fascists is like choosing which way one wishes to die.”

Though the United States will hold a high-stakes election in the fall, it is true that we are already in danger.
Book bans have been used to target the most vulnerable writers and topics, prisons are places of human
torture, public health messaging regarding COVID-19 is intentionally conflicting, classrooms are mandated
to display the Ten Commandments, and reproductive health care options are increasingly policed with
threats of fines and imprisonment for patient and doctor.

As we move towards the election, there are mixed messages about what it means to be a Christian. Some
Christians are abstaining from voting in solidarity with Palestine, Haiti, Congo, and Sudan as these countries
are directly impacted by U.S. policy and weapons allocations. There are other Christians who are choosing
to vote for one candidate because they do not want the Supreme Court to become more conservative
than it already is. And there are other Christians who are voting for another candidate who promises to
return America to its mythological and storied past. It seems like Christians are motivated to do many
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different, and opposing, things based on their faith.

This should make us ask “by whose power”? And, “what kind of imagination are we cultivating?”” Power and
imagination are neutral words. Power can be used to liberate or it can be used to oppress. Imagination can be
used to resist evil, and it can be used to perfect evil. Who designed the slave ships, prison cells, and legislation
for mandatory minimums? What animated their imagination? In other words, when we show up, what kind of
God do we reflect? What can be said about the power we are connected to?

Scott Shauf, Associate Professor of Religious Studies at Gardner-Webb University writes that “Paul
emphasizes the unity of humankind under God.”

“The Greek word for “family” here is patria, which can also have the sense of a clan, ethnic group, or
even nation.That every patria receives its name from God simply means that God is the origin and head
of every community in existence.This expression sums up what has been the chief argument of the first
half of Ephesians, that in Christ Jews and Gentiles have been brought together to form one body, the
church, which is the temple—the dwelling place—of God.”

The word “family” or “people” is a neutral term. But what kind of family are we talking about? Let us also
consider the English word “patriot.” One definition describes “one whose ruling passion is the love of his
country.” As we describe our “family,” we often are describing people who share a national identity or even
philosophy.

In other words, how often have we, in our friend groups, faith communities, or in the local or federal level of
government, defined our “family” as those whose “ruling passion is the love of “our” country? What policies
exist to eject folks from the family? Across the country, for example, international students are limited to
low-paying on-campus jobs as part of their financial aid. Or, consider the massive risk that international
students incurred when protesting on campus.According to Al Jazeera, these risks are layered and
compounding.

“When a student-visa holder is no longer enrolled full time, the university is obliged to report the
student to the Department of Homeland Security within 2| days.That department oversees immigration
services for the US government. Students must then make plans to leave or risk eventual deportation
proceedings.”

Moreover, the disparate treatment of citizens and non-citizens is made clear in the consequences for protests.

“While non-citizens enjoy many of the same civil rights as US citizens — including the right to free
speech — experts said that laws like the Patriot Act may limit how those protections apply. Passed in the
aftermath of the September || attacks, the Patriot Act includes broad language that could be used to
interpret protests as “terrorist” activity.”

Not every person who participates in protests is equally protected. Not every person is given the full rights
and privileges as other members of the family. If everyone is not equal and free, what kind of family do we
have?
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Interpersonal - | pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth
and length and height and depth...

Can you recall your favorite teacher? What made them so special? If we are lucky, we each get at least one
teacher who met us where we were.They may have brought us treats on special occasions, helped us to
think differently about a subject we dreaded, or served as an advocate for us among school officials and
our family members. For so many of us, our favorite teacher was an active and enthusiastic partner in our
development, sometimes stretching the rules to make sure we got what we needed.

The Greek word for comprehend is not neutral. It carries with it the connotation of active and enthusiastic
seizing. To comprehend is to “lay hold of with the mind.” Comprehension is not just learning, it is an

active struggle.Whether in our personal devotions, in political education, or in a fifth-grade classroom, we
experience the challenges of comprehension.

The writer of Romans 8 speaks about “height and depth” in a similar way.

For | am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor
powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in
Christ Jesus our Lord.

“For | am convinced...”

Who helped to convince us of God’s unfailing love for us? Who is intervening and interceding against the
assaults of cruel theologies? VWe are trapped in a world that attempts to teach us that we are unworthy and
unlovable.This society creates legislation and social norms that create cops-in-our-heads. Even when no
agent of Evil is around, we tell ourselves that we are unlovable and unworthy.

| wish my body looked differently. | don’t need dessert. I'll just pick around it.
| hate the shape of my lips.
| am so embarrassed of my family, why can’t we be normal?

Agosto Boal designed a theater technique called “cop-in-the-head.” In this setup, participants explore
“internalized oppression — the internal voices, societal messages, obstacles, fears, etc., that prevent one
from living fully and liberated. Rather than focusing on external oppressors (symbolized by “cops”), these
techniques bring to light the “cops” inside one’s head.”

If we are holding onto internalized oppression, that does not make us less evolved or critical. In fact, it is
human.We are bombarded with images and messages detectable as early as childhood that dictate what we
should look like, who we should love, what a worthy life looks like, and what is required for our dignity. It
follows, then, that having “the power to comprehend” the love of Christ is a struggle. But we do not do this
alone.

| pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and
height and depth...

We are not the first to struggle.We have an inheritance of radical ancestors who insisted on dignity and
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power, and they used a host of tactics to claim their power.Who are your teachers? When you are feeling
lonely, are there words you return to? What kind of wisdom echoes in your ears?

We are reminded that the “love of Christ surpasses knowledge.” It’s beyond logic and reason. Some of it just
won’t make any good sense. After all, what kind of logic is it that God would actually want to know us so
much that They’d choose to be born as a baby and not a full-grown adult? When given the chance to show
up to Earth as an adult, and to skip teething and puberty, God refused.This is not logical nor is it reasonable.
God’s love defies logic and is bigger than the boxes we try to box Them in.

The writer closes with a hint that God’s power can help us do unknowable things. God’s power is “far more
than all we can ask or imagine.” At every stage of our development as human beings, we are still yet growing
in the faith. Spend time with elders and young people.Ask them (and yourself) what they believe about time,
space, love, power, family, people. Ask them (and yourself) what their assumptions are about this spinning
rock we all somehow found ourselves on, in some miracle of chance and genetics. Of all the times we could
be alive, we are alive here and now. How do we make sense of that?

Only together, with “all the saints.”

Charles Tindley wrote a song that makes many churches cheer with enthusiasm.“When Morning Comes”
encapsulates the struggle of trying to comprehend and the deep unknowable nature of God.And as we try
to know God, hopefully we come to know ourselves and God’s desires for us.

“By and by, when the morning comes,
When the saints of God are gathered home,
We will tell the story how we’ve overcome;

We will understand it better by and by.”
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Words for inspiration:

Learn more about the communication network hidden in the forest floor and consider how it informs
our theologies of community.

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Delta Airlines implements US-only flag policy on uniforms after backlash over Palestine pins

More than 2,000 families fear they may end up on the streets as DC housing program lacks funding
Israel’s genocidal war in Gaza has backfired on Israelis

Dozens of Indian workers freed from ‘slavery’ in Italy

India seeks to boost exports to Russia after Modi trip
[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.”
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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.

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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