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TEXTS

September 29, 2024

Esther 7:1-6,9-10; 9:20-22
Psalm 124

Numbers | 1:4-6, 10-16,24-29
Psalm 19:7-14

James 5:13-20

Mark 9:38-50

What links the texts this week?

The Creator does not have any monopoly over the power to free and heal. Spirit lives in us all,

and our Maker is not threatened by our collaboration with Them. Even more, God delights in our
cooperation and sacred co-conspiracy. Should we muster the courage to do the difficult-yet-divine
thing to reestablish liberation and righteousness, The Divine offers unyeilding support for our initiative.
Those who seek to hoard power and spiritual resource for themselves are worthy of scrutiny. Instead,
our communities of believers can be leaderful and outpouring with giftings of Spirit. Ve pray, we praise,
we interced, we lay hands, we speak tongues, we testify, because we know that the work of our Mother
is communal.

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

Call to worship

When we are in danger
the Holy searches with us for safety.

When we are joyful
the Holy sings with us a song of praise.

When we are sick
the Holy lays Her cool hand upon our brows.

When we are accountable for harm we have caused
the Holy turns with us towards repair.

Come! The Holy is not far off—
She is woven into the fabric of our days!

Opening Prayer

Love Made Vivid, when we wander from your ways of compassion, send community to guide us back.


https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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Not through punishment or shame, but through accountability and resources. Through repair and amends.
Fortify us that we might be courageous enough to engage soulfully around difference of opinion, conflict,
and harm. For we know that flourishing relationships require reflection, communication, and the tending of
our shared dreams.Wrap this all in your tender embrace and sturdy wisdom.Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Let us pray for one another—for safety, for wellness, for restoration, for justice. Let us pray not only
through our words, but through our actions, rooting our desire for each other’s flourishing in how we live.
We gather our offerings this day, a living prayer for each other’s thriving.

Prayer of Dedication

Close at Hand God, infuse our offerings with your abundance, that our dreams for one another’s thriving
become reality.VWWeighed down by systems that strain our bodies and spirits, thank you for the ways we
create ordinary enoughness with one another. Amen.

Benediction

However you are today,

the Holy meets you with Her love,
compassionately inviting you towards restoration.
Let us meet Her in the flow of grace

that, together, we might build relationships of care.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* In what condition do you prefer to approach God? What posture do you take as you enter into
fellowship with the Divine? How can your community relax the pressure of perfectionist expectations
when collaborating with Creator?

* Have you witnessed dehumanization that was supposedly in favor of spiritual service? How do we
interrupt the inclination to pit carnal and spiritual as opposing forces?

*  What areas of your life or aspects of your identity don’t fit neatly into binaries? What can you learn
from that complexity? How can you further embrace the fluidity and dynamism of our humanity?

© 2023 enfleshed




-] September 29, 2024 e—

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

Cosmic -This portion of Scripture can bring up many complicated emotions. Every action of God described
here is attributed to the power of prayer and faith. And even for the heart that understands a small seed

of faith to be potent, the weight of expectation can turn the entire exercise of prayer, and consequently
relationship with God, into a performative space sunken in mistrust and resentment.The book of James talks
with such confidence about faith; the perfectionist mindset latches onto this depth of confidence and distorts
it into dogmas that dehumanize and disconnect people from the Divine.Yet, perhaps this reading should be
received as an encouragement towards the greater embrace of God in all situations of life.

Denial of our humanity ends up in deep separation from God. It frames the dynamic as “You do this specific
thing and God responds in this specific way.” When it ends up not panning out the way we expect it to, we
imagine there is something wrong with us, or equally devastating, something wrong with God.This is why it

is so valuable that this passage contextualizes spiritual practices within the experiences of humanity. Echoed
here, The Psalms overflow with affirmation that God doesn’t expect anyone to approach Her with an outward
expression meant to tuck away the suffering they’re experiencing or a soberness to conceal the joy that cannot
be bound up.Through these words, She is saying to us,“l want to be deeply involved and included in your every
experience.”

Perfectionism as a denial of our humanity has been baked into our foundational understanding of God; we have
been raised to believe that it is only when we show up in our Sunday best or with the perfectly bare and pure
heart that we can receive what we’re looking for in a relationship with God. Even with the Bible’s numerous
examples to the contrary, it is still seen as a hindrance to God’s engagement with us when we aren’t at our
best. A little roughness around the edges is fine, especially at the beginning, we're told, but we'd better clean up
our act, and quickly, if we ever expect to be people who enjoy the deep and meaningful presence of God in our
lives.

Our confidence in God, in Her goodness, in Her presence, can be tampered with when we enter into the
relationship dynamic with intentions to extract. Extractive relationship dynamics open a space of performative
existence where we imagine that the beauty, eloquence, and elaborate nature of our spiritual practices are the
key to seeing God participate in our lives.VWe cannot relate with God in extractive ways without it ultimately
impacting the way we expect to receive from Her.

In fact, this attitude limits our experience of the Divine such that we think of our interaction with God

like a Zoom conference call. In the extractive and performative model of relationship, when we mute our
microphones and turn off our videos, then God can’t see or participate in whatever is happening in our “real”
lives. Forgetting that connection in relationship is built through authenticity and even conflict, we engage with
God as if She is present only in fixed durations of time rather than constant.
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| believe that the truth of our relationship dynamic with God is so much more complex than one essay can
clear up. However, part of the truth is this: God is and we are; the longing to give and receive is not one-
sided. Just as people do, the Divine longs to be collaborated with, communed with, in a similar way to a
lover, family or a friend: not exclusively when we have a desire to extract something from them, but simply
to be [together]. It is through our relationship that ritual is made powerful to sustain throughout every
circumstance of life.

Structural - The mention of Elijah in this passage draws attention.This prophet is one of the more
aggressive personalities of the Bible, displaying a life full of vivid experiences of the Divine. Preceding the
miraculous end of the drought referenced in this passage, Elijah’s confrontation with the prophets of Baal in
| Kings 18 is violent, pointing towards the intense performative nature of spirituality that reverberates in
Christianity today. On one hand, Elijah mocks the prophets of Baal, taunting them with the seeming futility
of their strategies, concerningly inciting the Israelites to slay every one. On the other hand, the prophets of
Baal enjoy a higher position within the social hierarchy through their relationship to the queen, Jezebel. The
book of James speaks of Elijah’s humanity in passing, yet the nourishment and care of Elijah in his humanity
is a priority for the Divine.

Further into Elijah’s story, the true fruit of isolation shows itself. Hierarchies of oppressive power set up
leaders and then isolate these leaders from their existence as people.Within this function of the hierarchy,
the leader is shielded both from accountability and genuine connection. Elijah is a mighty catalyst in the
movement of his people towards the god they have forsaken, but after his literal mountaintop moment,

he experiences a dip in his motivation for his work as a prophet. It can be said that, due to the leadership
nature of Elijah’s role and Jezebel’s later threat on his life, Elijah is unable to access people who can comfort
and support him through the difficult emotions following such a tumultuous experience.

The structure of the church described in James is one where people, regardless of hierarchy, experiencing
the usual ups and downs of life have access to spiritual support. Notice the continual use of the word “any.”
Any suffering, any cheerful, any sick, any sinner; any wanderer in pursuit of truth, anyone is invited to draw
on the ministry of the spiritual workers of the church.Yet, how often is it that we see the people in church
leadership seeking out the support of community and spiritual service!? Within the colonial worldview, the
leader ought to be constantly steadfast, constantly strong, and therefore, constantly right.“Might makes
right,” as they say. The mighty prophet Elijah probably felt this way too. It is fortunate that the book of James
chooses to insert his humanity into the narrative of his spiritual service.

After his violent run-in with the prophets of Baal, Elijah runs into the wilderness, seeking death. He
compares his accomplishments to those of his ancestors and, in his calculation, comes up short. Elijah

feels that his life is only worthy on the condition of the outperformance of his lineage. God provides
nourishment for him, setting aside the debate concerning performance. God’s care is physical nourishment
as well as a question, “What are you doing here?” God shows She cares more about Elijah and his journey
with Her than the score he’s keeping about himself. Food, sleep, space away from the personalities causing
him anxiety nourish Elijah. How do our institutions create support for people who work within them to
receive nourishment, in the form of accountability and curiosity as well as care?
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| wish the portion of this passage that speaks on Elijah’s humanity emphasized it as much as it emphasizes
the impact of his spiritual service. People who are called to serve others often feel a need to balance out
their need for support with the level of support they provide their communities, but relationship math
doesn’t work like that. Outside of colonial ideology, our worth is not measured against the ways we prop up
oppressive structures. Our worth as people is a fixed value that inspires both the ability to lead with courage
and put people and our own humanity first.

Interpersonal - If this passage affirms anything about the human experience, it is that life is a constant
state of transition.This may sound like an oxymoron, but seeking out binaries to somehow “declutter” the
messy phases of life can be another way we leave no space for ourselves in our own lives. In recognizing
God’s eagerness to participate intimately in our lives and the necessity of a structural shift to accommodate
our lived experiences, we open the door to a way of living that is gentle and supportive without turning away
from the truth that requires accountability and responsibility.

When we acknowledge the conflicting realities of our existence, we become more capacious and seasoned
vessels for the transitions that long to flow through us and carry us into different phases of our lives. It is a
beautiful thing to recognize that truth is both to be discovered externally through time and unearthed within
through experience.The final verses of the chapter talk about people who wander from the truth and the
people who are present for them to ground and affirm their humanity. The capacity, both to wander and
return, is expanded by the ability to recognize the shifting that restores the wise into novices.

Shame is a constricting force in the work of healing. Shame prevents us from facing our contradictions, from
humbly admitting the ways in which our behavior is unaligned with our ideals.When shame is running the
show, it becomes difficult to admit that the way we think and feel-deeply rooted structures and pathways in
our being—is warped, either through the harm we’ve experienced or through the privilege we cling to, even if
it signals the oppression of others.

Often, people don’t attempt to shift their behavior, because doing so is an admission of guilt - one that they
expect will be met with punitive measures. It is our work to ensure that any wanderer is met with grace to
support them through the wrestling of transition toward life-affirming truth.The book of James speaks of
the healing qualities of the prayer of the righteous, and many commentators define this healing as exclusively
physical.Yet, if the intervention of community is nourishing even on a spiritual level, wouldn’t the healing flow
into this realm as well?

Restoration to the truth and the idea of salvation are a transition of life. The truth, coming to terms with life,
the nature of God, our humanity and the reality of our position within this world’s systems, is a liberation.
Yet, many people nowadays would rather have the “correct” political labels than actually align with values that
support life-giving structures and ways of being with one another.These labels allow them to circumnavigate
the heavy responsibility of engaging with their contradictions.

The vulnerability of seeking out community to hold their transitions gently and intimately acknowledging
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the presence of God in one’s life can be daunting. Why seek out restoration to life-affirming truth and
the transition into the work of liberation when your label grants access into a more comfortable, less
far-reaching way of being in the world? Accepting fluidity and transition as truth is threatening to people
seeking out static spaces where they can simply be known as “good” people or “allies.”

Perhaps when we soften, releasing the need to occupy either/or fixed roles, then we can actually move
towards the healing that facilitates expansive movement.Through the healing of shame and further embrace
of graciousness, we can navigate the transitions of our lives without hiding behind binaries.

Words for inspiration:

“l could imagine we were looking at a sunset and going: Oh, that’s a perfect sunset. But the sunset didn’t
have to effort to be perfect. And it’s just our appreciation of how beautiful the sunset is. And there could be
a perfect sunset the next night. But that’s different from this notion that we have to get something perfectly
right without even knowing who made up the rules about what perfection is.”

- Tema Okun

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Why Eid-el-Maulud is celebrated by Muslims

Rachel Corrie’s Parents Mourn Death of Aysenur Eygi, Warn of Israeli Military Cover-Up
As fires rage from Brazil to Bolivia, South America sets a record for most blazes in a year
‘Making peoples’ lives hell: When he couldn’t pay for cancer treatment, the hospital sued
Hard truths in Brazil’s Lithium Valley

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

“Hailing from Nairobi, Kenya, Gracia Oletsa is a living work of art, or
perhaps, at work in living art. Embracing the principles of creativity as
work-in-progress and innovation as failing forward, Grey (they/she) uses
writing as a primary form of connection and world-building. Writing is a
North Star guiding them into community organizing and artist peer
support. Through their work as a labor support specialist, they facilitate
spaces where birth can be a site of liberative collaboration between body,

mind, spirit, and environment. Grey is part mysterious cryptid, so feel free
to catch them outside if you dare; she loves laughter, food you can eat
with your fingers, and purchasing art supplies that will taunt her until
they’re put to good use.”

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 materi-
als 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 attri-
bution. No further permissions are needed to livestream worship using these resources.

Email info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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