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TEXTS

September 8, 2024

Proverbs 22:1-2, 8-9,22-23
Isaiah 35:4-7a

Psalm 125

Psalm 146

James 2:1-10, (1'1-13), 14-17
Mark 7:24-37

What links the texts this week?

God is unmistakably class-conscious.There is a clear line of separation betweeen the exploiters and
the exploited. God discriminates between haves and have-nots because one causes the other. Not
everyone is deserving of God’s lovingkindness, and our Creator has a low tolerance for people who
gain their wealth at the expense of others.To be Godly is to see the power people weild regardless of
how very mindful or demure they may seem. Predators can be polite, and that does not absolve them
from the harm they do.Wealth is nothing to aspire to, and treating those who have more with greater
respect than those who don’t is antithetical to the faith we claim.

ORDER OF WO RSH iIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)
Call to Worship

Chronically Ill God
Chronically in Pain God
Seasonally Depressed God

God with dementia
God with traumatic brain injury
God with Down syndrome

Autistic God
Vision Impaired God
Nonverbal God

God with schizophrenia

God with anxiety
God with learning disabilities
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God with hearing aids
God in a wheelchair
God with a prosthetic limb

You liberate us from our ableism.
You awaken us to expansive possibilities of inclusion.
You make vivid our inherent worth.

Opening Prayer

Disabled God, many of us have disabilities or will experience disabilities throughout our lives, so rest in the
wonder of being created in your image.When we have overlooked your wisdom, when we have made our
communities inaccessible, when we have made you an inspirational story for our consumption—we repent
and turn towards the ways of collective liberation. Like a skilled service dog, accompany us towards our
goals that we may eradicate every system that perpetuates exclusion, humiliation, and suffering. May it be so
& amen.

Invitation to Offering

Disability justice threads through every cause for liberation, as disabled people are part of every oppressed
community & as oppression often causes and exacerbates disability. With our interconnectedness in mind
today, we gather our offerings. Our freedom is bound up with one another, so let us share our resources
joyfully. Come!

Prayer of Dedication

“We have to undo our perceptions about who is valuable to a society,” says disability rights activist, Imani
Barbarin.Turning the values of capitalism on their head, we bless our offerings to the values of mutual care
and accessible joy.

Benediction

Go forth diverse in body, diverse in mind, and united in cause—
for the Disabled Spirit plots with us towards liberation

and makes accessible the road to delight.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How would people in your faith community respond to a God who can be changed? Is this a welcome
inquiry or conversation in your spiritual tradition? How does the collective orientation towards a malleable
God impact how you practice your faith?

* Is your faith community universally inclusive? Why or why not? Are there members of your fellowship who
would feel unsafe if certain people were present? Who in your community has power to marginalize oth-
ers!

*  How can your faith community be made more inclusive to people with disabilities? How can we interpret
“healing” miracles in ways that resist ablelist frameworks and honor disability as blessed diversity that
doesn’t need “fixing”.

Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Casey Overton (she/they).

Cosmic -There are those who are made uncomfortable by this text, and those who aren’t. Are we reading
ourselves into this text as the Syrophoenecian woman? Her unnamed daughter? A member of the chosen
people? Regardless, the theological stakes of this interaction feel pretty high because they are.The conflict is
set up as just shy of a life-or-death scenario for a little girl who we can presume is completely innocent. This
baby is under no condition to change her own circumstances and is totally dependent on others to deliver her.
Her mother then does what any mother would do - she runs to the man known to be a healer and lowers
herself before the Christ with a plea for the life of her baby. Jesus’ coarse response serves essentially to say,
“The kid isn’t one of mine.”

Jesus’ initial refusal to heal the blameless child then comes as a very tense moment surely for the desperate
mother, but also for those of us who identify more closely with the mother and her child.VWWhat many have
speculated to be a rage-bait skit went viral a while back where a mother was enraged after her babydaddy

bought fast food for his one child, but her children by other men weren’t offered the childhood delicacy.

A raucous social media debate ensued in a predictable gender wars style - some villainized the mother for
expecting the one child’s father to provide a meal for children that aren’t his. Some villainized the father for
being so petty and tactless to ignore the obvious hierarchy in treatment he would create between the siblings
who should be equals in the family unit. Some cut through the polarizing noise to consider the systemic
realities that could have fueled the high emotions portrayed in the viral video - high child support costs,
compulsory monogamy, sibling hierarchy, etc.Virtually no one was arguing whether or not kids deserve to be
fed - all of us want kids to enjoy a yummy treat sometimes.The debate centered around who should resource
the kids and how said resources should be distributed.
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In this text, Jesus is saying that he has no obligation to feed the kids that aren’t his, regardless of the
turmoil it could cause for all of us human “children” living in proximity and experiencing different levels
of treatment from the Caregiver. Jesus asserts that the woman is not a member of his household even

as she arrives to him in proximity to those who presumably are God’s chosen children. In a seeming
acknowledgment of this proximity, Jesus doesn’t analogize her as completely beyond the gates of the
estate, instead, he infamously compares the mother and child to dogs who may exist on the periphery of
the household at best - not really family members, but not fully excluded either. He also includes a tacit
admission of scarcity that feels theologically concerning - even if they are like dogs, why isn’t there enough
food for the children and the dogs?

The quick-witted mother must have considered the same conundrum. If the Son of Man is powerful enough
to perform all of these healings, why can’t some of the healing resource not trickle down from the top of
the pyramid? The mother doesn’t bother arguing her place in the hierarchy - she probably knows this to be
futile. In her desperate genius, what she argues is whether this God is powerful enough to spare a negligible
residual for her embattled child.

In the prized narrative moment that releases the tension built up in this plot, Jesus proves the woman
right - there are enough resources to span the full hierarchy of God’s apparently exclusive household.
Jesus, having just said he’s out of stock, checks in the back and finds just what the woman is asking for. In
that moment, this woman’s retort that there must be something left for her, becomes a rallying cry for
we oppressed who, despite our innocence, are fighting demons every day. The Syrophoenecian woman
challenges the ultra-pious among us who admonish against questioning God. Not only can God be
questioned, but if we know our cause to be righteous, God can be changed.

Even me, Lord. Even me. Let some drops now fall on me.

Pass me not, O gentle Savior... do not pass me by

Didn’t my Lord deliver Daniel? Why not a-every man?

As we begin to question God’s distance from our fate and collective agony, we can be like the witty mother
who makes a case for her need. Surely, there is something left for us. Surely, our Creator has concern and
love to spare. Surely, we can change God’s mind.

Structural - None of this addresses the issue of why God’s household has such a dramatic hierarchy. It’s
not clear who is chosen and who isn’t. We're unsure who has immediate access to salvation.We’re left not
really knowing whether the House of God will be perpetually exclusive or not.We’re still left grappling with
this implication that God’s household is not intended to be universally inclusive.

There are instances where exclusion makes sense for communal safety and wellness. A bright mansion that

harbors serial predators and resource-hoarders is more prison than paradise, especially for those of us
who will be designated prey. | don’t want to be stuck in a society influenced by the likes of Musk and Bezos,
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much less a household.Yet the reason for our Syrophoenecian hero’s exclusion isn’t as immediately evident.
Readers attentive to intersectionality posit her conjoined Gentile and woman identities as the cause of the
divine bias against her.I’'m not partial to feminist readings that presuppose misogyny in this text - it was
yikes at best for Jesus to compare a woman to a dog, and our shared experiences of the misogynistic “bitch”
slurred at women makes us rightfully sensitive to this. But hear me out- not only does Jesus not actually call
her a dog (it’s an analogy) Jesus has worse names reserved for male members of his own faith - Jesus seems
to be an equal opportunity roaster from my vantage point, and his usual treatment of women tends towards
gentleness.That said, we can nuance the broad “Gentile” distinction to clarify what could really be happening
here.The Jewish Annotated New Testament notes that,“Syrophoenician refers to Phoenicians from Syria as
opposed to North Africa. Those nations who inhabited the land before Israel’s arrival—Canaanites, Moabites,
and so on—were viewed as inherently wicked and dangerous...”

In his commentary on this passage, John Chrysostom prejudicially notes that,“Tyre and Sidon were places
of the Canaanites, therefore the Lord comes to them, not as to His own, but as to men, who had nothing in
common with the fathers to whom the promise was made.”

The early church father thereby props up Jesus’ more active bias which appears to be anti-indigenous.
Perhaps Jesus can’t be seen showering healing affections on a Canaanite descendant as she represents land-
defending potential that undermines the Israelites’ ever-faltering settler project.The anti-indigeneity in Jesus
response is a plausibility worth our concern, but not enough to end the investigation completely.

Race and ethnic heritage are not always the chief determinants of our social standing. My Blackness is far
less pronounced than that of the Congolese child enslaved in a mine. Haitian children see Black Americans
and exclaim “Blan!” as they might with any foreigners. Race is complicated. In Discourses of Empire, Hans
Leander carefully explores how we might reengage this plot if the woman’s ethnicity isn’t the most active
mark by which Jesus marginalizes her. He explains,“That the woman represents the city is indicated first by
the designation ‘EAANVIG, which in combination with the phrase Jvpogotvikiooa T@ yevet implies that the
woman was hellenized...Those who were hellenized were usually the more affluent city dwellers.”

This is an important distinction. Leander analyzes in more detail,

“A further indication to the woman’s socially elevated urban identity is the term Mark uses for the bed
on which the daughter was lying (7:30). Rather than kpdBatTog, which designated the simpler mat or
pallet on the floor (2:4—12; 6:55), the daughter was lying on a kAivr], which implies a construction with
legs.3 That the woman had a “real bed” at home there- fore points to a more affluent status. She would
thus have been seen as occupying a dominant position relative to Jesus, who in Mark is located in the
countryside.”

The Syrophoenecian woman can represent class ascension and interests that Jesus’ rural followers have
no access to.We think Jesus is punching down because she’s a woman, but her position on the rural/urban
borderline means that her social status is complicated by her wealth. Poor rural Jesus could very well be
prodding up from beneath her on behalf of his peasant kinfolk. If she’s going to be in our house, she needs
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to know that she’s not going to have her usual privileges.What grates us as God excluding a willing soul
could also be a protective measure to ensure that she won’t bring wealth-drunk bigotry into the beloved
community.

The woman responding to Jesus’ test agrees that she is rightly positioned. Her unsettlingly humble “I'll take
whatever’s left.” triggers the healing instantaneously as she proves herself rightly oriented to live safely
alongside her economically exploited siblings.With this class-conscious reading, Jesus’ initial rejection
prompts a reversal in which the woman must lower her status in the kin-dom in order for the more
marginalized to be exalted.This is much more concordant with how we understand Jesus’ character and
decision-making.

Interpersonal - While | choose not to identify as chronically ill, having a chronic disease for which

there is no “cure” inclines me to read healing miracles through a disability justice lens. | remember when

my doctors started pushing the new miracle drug for my disease that reduced typical patients’ suffering
dramatically. Since | wasn’t the typical patient with regular crises and higher risks of organ damage, | declined
it. | was in a precarious position at my job, and the increased appointments the drug required would not only
tether me to the city | live in but also incite further scrutiny at work.When | asked the doctor,“what do
other patients do when they move?” He replied, “We don’t know.” My adult clinic seemed to be an oasis in a
care desert for adults with the disease. Even if a drug cocktail could mimic a cure in my very mild case, what
would be the cost? If | started the drugs and lost my healthcare benefits due to losing my job, who would be
bailing me out? | had just turned 26.

Walela Nehanda writes about the contrived morality of being the “good patient” who is supposed to take

control of their health.The presumption was that the drug would allow me to take control of my health, but
it was much more complicated for me. | couldn’t control whether I'd retain healthcare benefits with unstable
full-time employment. | couldn’t control whether | may need to relocate away from my specialists to secure
employment with good healthcare benefits. | couldn’t afford to be a “good patient” if nobody else cared how
good of a patient | was when | walked out of the clinic.

Jesus represented this same notion of control for those he “cured”. Through Jesus, people could exercise
control over their chronic conditions or disability. The gospels have no shortage of “good patients” who
follow Dr. Jesus’ instructions to be “cured.” We are furnished with these episodes to show Jesus’ unwavering
authority over things thought to be beyond our control.Whether calming a storm, cursing a tree, or
removing someone’s disability, Jesus wields divine power to suggest Imkthat God’s household is one

where we have agency to pursue our wellness in the harm-reducing way that suits our needs. Even if Jesus
had given the entire region knowledge of sign language (which would have been a much more impressive
miracle), the idea that we could choose to opt out of something that disadvantages us is a powerful one.

Nehanda speaks to the ways that doctors in their positions of authority don’t always take kindly to patients
exercising their full autonomy. In our focus text, we're introduced to two “patients” who seem to not be
very respectful of Jesus’ authority.When we consider the scenario with this desperate mother, we may
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sidestep indications that mom wasn’t really supposed to be where Jesus was in the first place. Jesus didn’t
want to tend to anyone at that time, but people saw him and approached him anyway. He dismisses the
mother’s plea after which she argues with him and wins. Then, we meet the deaf man who we will assume
does not want to be deaf anymore. Following the miracle, the man is told to keep it all to himself. He

does not. Buddy goes on a celebratory tour with his friends telling everyone what happened in complete
opposition to the doctor’s orders. | bet people far and wide tried to replicate Jesus’ spitty “Ephphatha” spell
to no avail.

Those of us who hold positions of authority do so knowing that our given roles do not supplant individuals’
autonomy. This means that we will confront circumstances that we cannot fully control no matter how much
we feel our roles should empower us. Jesus Christ our Lord, Savior, and begotten Son of God had divine
authority, arguably, to change people’s DNA upon request, yet he could not stop those same people from
acting against his wishes. Instead of berating them or resigning from ministry, Jesus seems to embody this
radical acceptance in which he chooses to respect people’s ability to decide not to listen to him. If this is the
case for this very human Christ the Messiah, the same will be true for us. Parts of the work we do in this
world will have us feeling like we have no control even when we are in a position of power. Part of being a
leader is being pushed around and changed from below... if we're leaning into the hierarchy at all.

’

Words for inspiration:

Listen to Laura Kigweba distinguish “cure” and “healing” in a way that challenges us to consider that healing

may not demand a cure and centers primarily around right relationship.

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Al Revolution Threatens Job Security and Equity for Black Workers

‘Not in our names.” California journalists oppose state deal with big tech to fund newsrooms, Al
Lebanon’s premier calls emergency ministerial meeting after Israel’s massive air raid

Democratic National Convention surprise guest turns out to be COVID-19 as attendees test positive
When Is “Recyclable” Not Really Recyclable? Plastics Industry Gets to Define What the Word Means.

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

Casey Overton (she/they) is a radical communications strategist and
spiritual activist who is deeply vested in the development of healing
cultures.They are the editor of “Liturgy that Matters”, an enfleshed
publication. She also serves as the associate director of communica-
tions for an organization that supports organizing and advocacy for
housing justice.As a multispiritual worker, they love being immersed in
cooperative interfaith dialogue while creating restorative space for
those marginalized within or beyond faith institutions. She’s also an
amateur poet, nap-taker, and time-bender. She resides in the stolen
Powhatan lands now called Richmond,VA. Follow her on Facebook and
Twitter for more content and updates!

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.”
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