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| Kings 8:(1,6,10-11),22-30,41-43
Joshua 24:1-2a, 14-18

Psalm 84

Psalm 34:15-22

Ephesians 6:10-20

John 6:56-69

What links the texts this week?

Everything is a competition. It seems the gods must go head to head, we disciples need to be clad with
full armor, powers and principalities are conspiring towards our demise.We may worry that our faith is
militaristic - that we’ve been drafted in to cause even more pain.Wise peoples know the horror of hav-
ing to take up arms to defend your people and land. Oppressed peoples know that diplomacy is con-
sent to the oppressor. Rudimentary rockets cannot stop behemoth bombs, and our trauma has PTSD
of its own, your god is trying to un-create us,and we have nothing to lose but our chains. Pacifism is
beautiful, but deadly when the gun is always pointing at you. If we refuse to die on a blood-soaked mor-
al high ground, then they can call us flesh eaters and blood-drinkers. Maybe we’ll prove them right.

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

Call to worship

Come, let us put on the garments of the Holy!

Truth-telling—

even when decorum asks for our silence.

Righteousness—

we will be courageous in our care for one another.

Peace—

not the absence of tension but the presence of Justice.
Faith—

because together, all is not lost.

Salvation—

we seek The World to Come in ordinary acts of solidarity.

Come, let us put on the garments of the Holy,
that Divine Wisdom may clothe us in Her blessings.
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Opening Prayer

Guiding Love, connect with us through spiritual practices—breath, movement, song, prayer, touch. Comune
with us through rituals—when we light candles or dip our hands in water. Accompany us that we might be a
people grounded in compassion and tuned in to the ways of salvation. In a world of empire and overwhelm,
bless us with your hope like a crown of wildflowers placed upon our heads. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

The sacred texts invite us to pray for one another. So we will bless each other in word and action—
speaking forth each other’s liberation and gathering our resources that it may be so. Come, let us collect
our offerings—our material prayers for one another’s flourishing.

Prayer of Dedication

We pray for one another, oh God of Tenderness.We deeply desire one another’s safety, joy, wellness, and
rest. Bless our offerings and our words towards our love for each other, that out of this love,a more
compassionate world may be born.Amen.

Benediction

Go forth clothed in the love of God

and covered in the love of the community.

May courage and faith accompany you

and hope be a garland of flowers upon your head.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How would your spiritual community react to your prayers being bad news for the rich and powerful?
What does that tell you about your collective spiritual formation?

*  What is your theology for how best to respond to “individuals who represent the interets of evil?”
How does your responsibility as a leader call you to create safety for your community?

*  Would you consider your community vulnerable enough with one another that they embody
interdependence? What contributes to or obstructs this vulnerability?
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Application

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

Cosmic -Why is everything a war? What does it do for the Christian tradition and religion that the terms are
of war?

The whole armor.

Our struggle.

Breastplate of righteousness.
Helmet of salvation.

Flaming arrows of the evil one.
Sword of the spirit.

Though all of these euphemisms are meant to describe cosmic truths, it deals in the language of war. Make no
mistake, Paul and the followers of The Way were not well-welcomed by the ruling empire of their time. Christ-
followers often met clandestinely. Meetings of Christ-followers could have landed folks in prison, or worse.The
book of Acts details stories of Paul and Silas bouncing around in Roman-run prisons. Christ was not the last
person to be persecuted for anti-Empire ways. The Christ-following of this time is not the Christ-following of
today.

And yet, modern Christians have a victim complex. Even though Christians can count on our religion being
reflected earnestly at the highest level of the U.S. government, many modern Christians insist that there is
an agenda to silence us. In 2016, the Trump campaign created a non-issue by insisting that there was a “War
on Christmas” because people have been opting to say “Happy Holidays” over “Merry Christmas.” During
a campaign rally, he suggested Christians should boycott Starbucks because the coffee company was using
“seasonal cup designs that emphasize winter weather or social harmony” rather than Christmas messages.

A non-issue.A war in the mind of the bully.
But Paul is thinking in the language of war because he is collateral.
I am an ambassador in chains. Pray that | may declare it boldly, as | must speak.

Chains, too, are the infrastructure of war. Paul’s language reflects the conditions of his imprisonment. Because
he is bound, he is able to see the stakes more than most.Where Paul could have issued a clear tactical strategy,
he did not. At least not on the surface. In many Black churches, there is a tradition of humming (or moaning)
the melody of the song.The song leader will say something to the effect of, “let’s groan so the Devil can’t
understand.” Given that Black spiritual workings and gatherings were surveilled on the plantation, one can
imagine that this practice emerged out of a need to speak in code.Another kind of enemy was observing them.
Perhaps Paul spoke in this manner knowing that such correspondence would be intercepted.

But even if this is coded speech, what kind of God does this passage reflect? Is God a referee who negotiates
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between sparring partners? Is God on the side of the oppressed if sides exist at all? Why would a good God
orchestrate a world in which anyone has to put on the whole armor?

Rev. Dr. Prathia Hall was a preacher, pastor and civil rights activist. As Dr. Courtney Pace lays out in her
book Freedom Faith:The Womanist Vision of Prathia Hall, Dr. Hall’s ministry could be understood through one
simple truth—“God wants people to be free and equips and empowers those who work for freedom.”
Through her sermonic witness, she insisted that “the good news to some is always bad news to somebody
else. Good news to the poor is bad news to the rich who keep the poor, poor” Hall was not naive about
the war before us.The good news is indeed bad news to someone, and therefore, we must be prepared for
the battle to proclaim it.

In Paul’s estimation, there will come an “evil day.” And on this day, it is the responsibility of his readers to

be prepared. Part of the preparation is in “keeping alert” and “perseverance in supplication.” Often in the
New Testament, the word “prayer” is a nod to an ecosystem beyond the personal. In an individualist culture,
prayers can be proprietary.We pray for those we know, those we care for, those we conceptualize as
humans.

But often, prayer in the New Testament is attached to some other body of believers. In Acts, it describes
the prayer of “the women, and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brethren.” In 2 Corinthians, prayer is
considered a “help” and “gift bestowed.” In James, we learn that praying for and among our community is a
critical step in healing. Prayer can be a means of communication between one human and their concept of
The Divine. But isn’t it sweet when prayer is a way of connecting with our fellow Earthlings?

What do your prayers sound like these days? What are the things you are going to God about in your
figurative prayer closet? Are there ways that your prayers could be wider, bigger? What would happen if
your prayers oozed into each crevice of the galaxy? Then what?

Structural = One cannot engage this passage without reading earlier parts of the chapter.Though the
lectionary passage is powerful and often grounding for anyone ready to confront the evils of this world, the
earlier verses are manifestations of such evil.

There is ageism, especially in its modern usage. Most people know that the Bible insists that children should
“obey your parents,” but most forget the next verse is “fathers, do not provoke your children to anger.” There is
hierarchy that makes room for slavery and servitude.

Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and trembling, in singleness of heart, as you obey Christ...Render
service with enthusiasm... knowing that whatever good we do, we will receive the same again from the Lord,
whether we are enslaved or free.

Most forget that the next verse is aimed at masters.

Stop threatening them, for you know that both of you have the same Lord in heaven, and with him there is no
partiality.

In his autobiography, Malcolm X wrestles with this eschatology.With precision, he unravels the hegemonic
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notion of Black as wrong and White as right. His critique is both political and theological. Even more, these
White Supremacist theologies are designed to keep Black people in their proper political place. Dissent is
punished and conformity is rewarded.

“This white man’s Christian religion further deceived and brainwashed this ‘Negro’ to always turn the
other cheek, and grin, and bow, and be humble, and to sing, and to pray, and to take whatever was dished
out by the devilish white man; and to look for his pie in the sky, and for his heaven in the hereafter, while
right here on earth the slavemaster white man enjoyed his heaven.”

Why can’t we have our heaven today? Why is it that only some people can enjoy their lives and others have
to fight for their lives?

In this context, how do we make sense of the lectionary passage? After all, we cannot ignore that Paul wrote
this. Even if he could predict the way this passage would be used to justify slavery, genocide, and ageist
hierarchies, what would that mean for us today?

The late Rachel Held Evans wrote on the challenge of the Greco-Roman household codes alluded to in this

passage.

“As far back as the fourth century BC, philosophers considered the household to be a microcosm,
designed to reflect the hierarchical structure of the society, the gods, and ultimately the universe.
Aristotle wrote that ‘the smallest and primary parts of the household are master and slave, husband and
wife, father and children. First-century philosophers Philo and Josephus included the household codes in
their writings as well, arguing that a man’s authority over his household was critical to the success of a
society. Many Roman officials believed the household codes to be such an important part of Pax Romana
that they passed laws ensuring its protection.”

The family is the unit of interest. Held Evans further argues that,

“Where typical Greco-Roman household codes required nothing of the head of household regarding fair
treatment of subordinates, Peter and Paul encouraged men to be kind to their slaves, to be gentle with
their children, and, shockingly, to love their wives as they love themselves. Furthermore, the Christian
versions of the household codes are the only ones that speak directly to the less powerful members of
the household—the slaves, wives, and children—probably because the church at the time consisted of
just such powerless people.”

Let us be challenged to consider not just the violence of individuals, but of systems as well.

...for our struggle is not against blood and flesh but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic
powers of this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.

In other words, it ain’t personal. Our struggle is against systems.Against rulers, authorities, and cosmic
powers of present evil (not darkness).An example of such a struggle is the battle in critiquing Vice President
and presidential candidate Harris. She, in many ways, represents “this present evil,” certainly for people in the
Global South. She, President Biden, and other elected officials have been taken to task by protestors for their
active role in the continued genocide of Palestinian people. But supporters of the Vice President lament that
folks are unfairly critiquing her. At a rally in Michigan (a swing state), protestors were escorted out of the
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rally. Supporters cheered as they were removed.

In their own words, the protestors lamented that this was not about interrupting or disrespecting a woman
of color, though the narrative has certainly been spun in that direction.

“In the long term, the Republican Party and the Democratic Party have basically taken the same
approach and same stance on the issue of Palestine.They are both pro-Israel in the same way. Primaries
are both bought by AIPAC; they are both taking money from Zionist organizations.The only difference
is just how they try to appeal to their voters, to make it seem like they care about human life.”

The protestors are calling us to think about what it means to stand firm.When we take a stance, we need
to be fortified. The struggle is not against individuals, although individuals do represent the interests of evil.

Interpersonal - Beyond this passage, Paul tells readers that he is sending Tychicus as a messenger to
“know how | am and what | am doing.” He is considered a “dear brother and a faithful minister in the
Lord.” Even more, his role is to “encourage your hearts.” Tychicus is charged with the pastoral role of
encouragement, and also the practical role of passing along the message.

Prior to the use of the word “pod” to describe one’s COVID-19 ecosystem, the Bay Area Transformative
Justice Collective used this word to “refer to a specific type of relationship within transformative justice
work.” It was clear that a new word was needed to describe relationships of accountability who folks could
turn to in response to (and to preempt) harm.

The word “community” at this point was not sufficient.

“Prior to this, we had been using the term ‘community’ when we talked about transformative justice,
but we found that, not surprisingly, many people do not feel connected to a ‘community’ and, even
more so, most people did not know what ‘community’ meant or had wildly different definitions and

)

understandings of ‘community.
Mia Mingus wrote a guide on the word pod, including some of the following main points.This is not an
exhaustive list.
*  “Most people have few solid, dependable relationships in their lives.

* Many people have less people they could call on to take accountability for harm they’ve done than harm
that happened to them.

* Asking people to organize their pod was much more concrete than asking people to organize their
“community.”

* There are many people who do not have any pod people.”

Pod mapping helps people to “prepare and build resources for transformative justice in our communities.”
As many studies suggest, the mere preparation for intracommunal harm helps us to better identify and
respond to harm when it arises.

Paul knows that Tychicus can serve as a dependable person. In the lectionary passage we explore this week,
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Paul asks more than once that the people in receipt of this letter might pray for him. Not only is Tychicus
a trustworthy person, but the intended audience of the letter is assumed to be prepared to intercede on
Paul’s behalf.

What does it feel like to know that you are held by a community? In the book of Esther, the titular character
asks Mordecai to intercede on her behalf.

Go, gather all the Jews to be found in Susa, and hold a fast on my behalf, and neither eat nor drink for three
days, night or day. | and my maids will also fast as you do.After that | will go to the king, though it is against
the law, and if | perish, | perish.

Such resolve is only possible when we feel ourselves buoyed by the love and care of our people. Is there
anything you have done recently that was hard? Who was in your corner? There is nothing wrong with
asking for prayer.As Paul offers a word of encouragement to the church, he also asks for prayer.As we offer,

we must also ask.

Whether we are lay leaders or pastors, it is important to model and practice vulnerability. Several studies
report that pastors are burned out. But these reasons mirror “the same ones that people in the population
at large face”

“But these stressors affect pastors in a unique way. Pastors bear not only their own pain but also

the weight of an entire community’s grief, divisions and anxieties. They are charged with the task of
continuing to love and care for even those within their church who disagree with them vehemently and
vocally. These past years required them to make decisions they were not prepared for that affected the
health and spiritual formation of their community, and any decisions they made would likely mean that
someone in their church would feel hurt or marginalized.”

Asking for prayer is a practice of vulnerability.VWhen was the last time you asked someone to pray for you?
Did they do it right then and there? When was the last time you prayed for someone with their consent!?
How did their spirit seem before and after? At its core, prayer is communication.What might a more
consistent (and expansive) prayer life do for our souls? Our families? Churches? Movements? There are so
many ways to pray. Challenge yourself to develop a prayer life that takes seriously all the pains and joys of
the world.You may be surprised to see how you are changed in the process.

https://batjc.wordpress.com/resources/pods-and-pod-mapping-worksheet/
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2024/08/kamala-harris-hecklers-protest-detroit-rally-interview-gaza-michigan/
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/1 9/us/war-on-christmas-controversy.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/28/opinion/pastor-burnout-pandemic.html
https://rachelheldevans.com/blog/mutuality-household-codes

Sources

Freedom Faith, Courtney Pace.
Autoblography of Malcolm X, Malcolm X.
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Words for inspiration:

“I'll tell you what Freedom is to me. No fear””

= Nina Simone

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Lessons on Black Art Writing From Toni Morrison
Algerian boxer Imane Khelif, at centre of Olympics gender row, files legal complaint over online harassment
Nigerian comedians are getting political.

Higher-Income Black and Hispanic Households Are Opting To Live in Low-Income Neighborhoods.

August[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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https://africasacountry.com/2024/08/the-serious-side-of-funny-business
https://nextcity.org/urbanist-news/black-hispanic-households-low-income-neighborhoods-disinvestment
https://bookriot.com/how-to-explain-book-bans/
https://www.fishsandwichheaven.com/
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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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