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TEXTS

November 3, 2024

Ruth 1:1-18

Psalm 146
Deuteronomy 6:1-9
Psalm 119:1-8
Hebrews 9:11-14
Mark 12:28-34

What links the texts this week?

Love isn’t always logical or rational.VWe must ritualize love for when it doesn’t make sense to us.We
must legislate love for when we forget how it works.¥We must re-initiate ourselves into the ways

of Love again and again for generations because we cannot risk its loss.VVe let Love and those who
embody it lead our way even through misfortune and sometimes sacrifice.While love and sacrifice
are not the same, to choose another over our individual benefits is not to lose ourselves.We can find
ourselves and live in our fullest truth as members of the collective.We can go very quickly alone, but
together, we can get much further.

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

Boil down the purpose of all this living,
Follow the thread of all these questions,
Uncover what’s under all this grief....and discover:

Love, Love, Love.
The very heartbeat of God.

Love, sturdy and steadfast.

Love, heartbreaking and heart-opening.

Love, as in, we belong to each other.

Love, as in, we will let sorrow turn us towards compassion.

Love, as in, we will let compassion guide us towards wise action.
Love, as in, God is within each living thing.

Love, as in, God moves between us.

Love, as in, God is the possibility that stretches beyond us.

Oh, how we praise Love!
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The pulse of the Cosmos,
the very rhythm of God!

Opening Prayer

Jesus, our teacher, you were feared by those in power because you threatened the social order.You shook
up notions of who was worthy of love. May our love be as courageous and radical as yours. May we

never pass a stranger in a ditch, thinking they do not belong to us. May we reach back into our traditions
to reclaim ways of being tender with each other. May we crack wide our creativity in what care for one
another can look like. May we be unswayed by the clamor of those trying to convince us all is lost. May we
put ourselves on the line for each other. May Dogged Compassion and Scrappy Hope be our guides. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

“Can one be passionate about the just, the ideal, the sublime, and the holy, and yet commit to no labor in its
cause? | don’t think so.” Mary Oliver’s words beckon us to align our labor with our passion for the just and
the holy.We gather our offerings of actions and resources, that it may be so.

Prayer of Dedication

To Love manifest through actions, we dedicate our offerings, oh, God.To efforts of solidarity already
unfolding. To histories of community care already wise.To every effort made towards collective liberation.
To every impulse towards tender compassion. May it be so and Amen.

Benediction

Go forth, your actions echoing the heartbeat of God,
for the pulse of Love and strong and determined.
Go, supported by the Love flowing within you,
between us, and beyond us—connecting all things.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How does Love inform your civic engagement and power building locally? What acts of love in the public
sphere can inspire you and your faith community?

* How can your faith practice disrupt unhelpful binaries of one “side” against another without threatening
the safety and testimony of marginalized communities?

* How can your spiritual community embrace a love that holds people accountable without the
accountability devolving into punitive and carceral approaches?

Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her).

Cosmic - “Love is all there is.” So sings Sheryl Crow. But maybe it’s true.

When we look more deeply into this simple-seeming gospel passage—certainly remembered as one of Jesus’
Greatest Hits, if not always heeded as such—there is some sophisticated theology going on here, and it might
be boiled down to this: Love is all there is. God is love, and love is the lens through which all commandments
should be interpreted, i.e. it is the greatest commandment.

Jesus is working deep in his own Jewish tradition here. He begins his answer to the scribe with the first two
lines of the shema, the most fundamental of Jewish prayers, taken from Deuteronomy 6:4-9 and repeated twice
a day in the prayers of orthodox Jews, as well as many times throughout other Jewish liturgies:“Hear, O Israel,
God, our God, is one.You must love the Most High God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your
mind and with all your strength.”

The words would have been as familiar to the scribe as their own breath, the sound of the blood beating in
their veins.

And yet the meaning of even the most familiar of wisdom teachings can get obscured or distorted by the lens
of the dominant culture through which it is viewed, whether that is Greco-Romanized Palestine or the set-
tler nation known as the United States. Hearing these words in a twenty-first century postcolonial context in
which individualism is presumed, and in which the greatest commandment, we might say, is to dominate before
you are dominated, | am not sure | can fully grasp what it means to say that “God, our God, is one,” or even
just that there is a “Most High God” that | am commanded to “love.”

In the process of Christianized colonization, this idea of a One Most High God was used to extremely unloving

ends: to justify the vilification, or at minimum, the suppression of so-called “other gods” that were sacred to
the people who lived on the lands the Christians were entering—often gods that were tied to the specific land
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or ancestors of the place being colonized.The “Christian” Most High God was believed to be on the side of
the conquerors, and the other gods were to be superseded by Him [sic]. This theology lives on in the moral
suspicion of ancestor reverence, animism, and nature-based spirituality.

However, that could not have been what the shema meant in its original context because the ancient Is-
raelites were not conquerors but conquered, over and over again.The book of Deuteronomy from which
the shema comes was written in retrospect, with the goal of forging one people even in the midst of forced
exile among the conquering Babylonians. In fact, scholars like Norman Gottwald argue that, far before the
Babylonian exile, the Israelites were not one ethnic group but a coalition of several different peoples com-
ing together in resistance to empire: one God for one people facing perennial persecution for their refusal
to be subdued,. And the shema called the ancient Israelites, then, and maybe us, now, to love (ahavah, to act
in loyalty and faithfulness toward) this One God by obeying their commandments to...love. By doing so,
they would, so the prayer goes, experience the fullness of the love of God who would provide for all their
needs.

The blessings surrounding the shema in Jewish practice go to great lengths to steep practitioners’ under-
standing of the commandments in love. The blessing just before the shema, a prayer for revelation, begins,
“Deep is Your love for us, God our God, boundless Your tender compassion.You taught our ancestors
life-giving laws....” The commandments themselves come out of God’s deep love, and out of that love, we
too practice love.

To drive this point home, Jesus unexpectedly tacks on another verse to clarify, this one taken from Leviticus
19:18:“Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against anyone among your people, but love your neighbor as
yourself.| am God” (emphasis mine).

God is characterized by Love.That is God’s most defining characteristic, and that love is the basis for all the
commandments. Love your neighbor. Love the migrant to your land. Love the descendent of people who
have lived on this land for millenia. Love the drag queen whose “lifestyle” you don’t understand, or for that
matter, anyone who sees the world differently than you. Love the chestnut trees and the raccoons and the
toads. Love and love and love. Because | am God.And | am Love.And | am all that is.

Love is all there is. May we, like the ancient Israelites, refuse to have our love subdued. May we take that
love with us to the voting booth.

Structural - Jesus has been doing a lot of debating by the time we get to this passage. One after another,
the scribes have been bringing their questions to Jesus.According to the stories we have received through
the gospels, they are trying to “trick” Jesus or “trap him.” They are waiting for him to say something un-
orthodox in order, most likely, to turn the people against him and neutralize the threat he presents to the
current social order.

This is, at least, how we tell the story as Christians. | wonder, though, how antisemitism informs these inter-
pretations. Intense theological debate is central to Jewish faith; the ancient Israelites were named for a man
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who struggled with a mystery and whose name means “God-wrestler” In Christianity, by contrast, there is
often an anti-intellectual tendency that favors “faith” over “questioning” as if the two are distinct and diamet-
rically opposed.

| wonder about the ways that this aspect of Christian hegemony shapes our current political environment in
which political correctness is pitted against “free speech” that is often a cover for hateful rhetoric. Does this
passage have anything to say to how we understand freedom of speech in a time of violent division?

This past year has given me reason to revisit a conversation | had with a rabbi friend in 2017, just a couple
weeks after the deadly “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville,Virginia. Now some far-right activists were
coming to Berkeley, California, near where | then lived, and | was helping to organize an interfaith counter-
protest. | assumed this rabbi friend would join us—we had worked together often before—but instead they
said,“l am with you in condemning these folks’ racism and hatred. | know they are antisemitic, too. | don’t
like what they are saying. But | can’t march against free speech because eventually, the prohibitions on speech
will target us.”

Now, watching the targeting of students and faculty who have spoken and organized against genocide at
universities, many of them antizionist Jews, | remember that rabbi’s words.There is so much irony in how the
same universities that welcomed speakers like Milo Yiannopoulos in the name of free speech are shutting
down the speech of their own students. | think Jesus models something different here: Showing up, hearing
the challenges of his interlocutors, and responding with clarity. Of course, this is easier done when neither
party has a microphone and podium.

How do folks in your congregation think about freedom of speech? How willing are they to question doc-
trine or inherited assumptions? Where are the limits on what may be spoken? How do we understand the
relationship between speech and violence? Does proximity to power matter, for example, when the words
are spoken by a former US president or by a Palestinian student!?

In this week’s passage, the scribe and Jesus—ostensibly on different “sides” of a contemporary struggle—
hear each other and find commonality in their visions of a “kindom of God” that is not far off. How can we
listen to people who are ostensibly on the “other side” of the current political divide, not so that we can
win or trick them or trap them, but so we can come into solidarity with one another toward mutual thriv-
ing? Is that even possible?

For inspiration, | highly recommend the blog Susan Raffo is keeping as they walk across the US talking to
people along the way. In their October 10 entry, they tell a story about talking with a white man at a heri-
tage site. Raffo pointed out to him what they experienced as a contradiction between their explicit values
and the way they saw European settlement of the land, and Raffo felt the man heard what they were saying.
Toward the end of this entry, Raffo writes:

“Here is what | am struggling with: when people voting for Trump say they are not racist and not violent
and that the reasons they are voting for Trump are not about the stories we charge them with, we don’t
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believe them.We say they don’t know themselves.VWe say they are lying.We say they are ignorant.We
say they are missing the point. | think that sometimes we are right but | also think that sometimes we
are very very wrong.VWe are missing some things that are important and I’'m not talking about project
2025 here. I’'m talking about regular people who are as hungry as | am for something and this is what
they believe will feed them.

This is an important struggle, part of the struggle of this walk. Because either | accept that life is really
just a constant power struggle with each side taking turns as the winner or | have faith that something
else might be possible.Which means |, too, have to change.As terrifying as that is.”

| am going to be sitting with that challenge for a while.

adrienne maree brown and Autumn Brown, in their podcast How to Survive the End of the World, will focus
this season on finding solidarity, including with those on the other side of the divide.This seems like a quest
worthy of this week’s scripture.To say | am curious what will come of it sounds too flip; it feels like I'm
hanging onto a lifeline here. Maybe you are, too. Maybe your people are. Let’s talk about it.

Interpersonal - Years ago, | was on a zoom call of clergy and seminary professors—maybe it was during
the George Floyd uprisings?—and one of the Black pastors said something that | will never forget. He said,
“Honestly? | wish some of these white churches would stop talking about love for a while. Just stop it.” It
was clear what he meant: that the meaning of love had been so distorted, so diluted by white Christianity,
among other things, that love had lost its meaning. And clearly, it did not mean taking action in solidarity
with Black people against police terror.

No doubt there are many who have been left in ditches while Christians walk by talking about loving their
neighbors. I've been in a number of churches that claim to love queer people while “hating the sin of homo-
sexuality,” and we all know that is not love.

It is not enough to love by trying to drum up warm feelings toward people, or to “sympathize” or even
“empathize” if you are not willing to take action out of love. Cornel West famously says that “Justice is what
love looks like in public,” but we have too infrequently recognized it when it has come calling.

Part of the confusion, | think, comes from the fact that real love requires an ability and a willingness to be
honest. In All About Love, bell hooks cites Erich Fromm’s definition of love as “the will to extend one’s self
for the purpose of nurturing one’s own or another’s spiritual growth.” She goes on, however, to say that “It’s
impossible to nurture one’s own or another’s spiritual growth when the core of one’s being and identity is
shrouded in secrecy and lies.” In a country that cannot look honestly at its past, that is, in adrienne maree
brown’s words, “living in an open wound” that has never been allowed to heal, honesty is difficult. We have
few models for what it means to take accountability for one’s own mistakes and the harm one has done,
and even less of a sense that to do so is an act of self- as well as other-love.And so we fester in shame and
self-loathing. And that does not foster love of anyone.
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Real love requires that all parties are at least trying to be honest about what they are doing and not doing.
Love requires accountability. Love requires that we speak up when something hurts, but many of us have
little lived experience that would lead us to believe that anyone cares.And so we don’t speak up, and the
possibility of love erodes.

A lot of us in the church have internalized the idea that to be a “good person,” we are supposed to love ev-
eryone, which means we have to love the cop as well as the person they beat up.We try to love the bigot as
well as the person whose life they are destroying, especially if the bigot is Uncle Harry. But here’s the thing:
it isn’t really love if you aren’t helping the person see the impact of their actions. It isn’t love if you aren’t
supporting them to take accountability for that impact.

Love, in order to be real, requires honest conversation and investment in one another’s spiritual growth.

And it also requires that we be willing to feel into the right level of proximity for us to have with every oth-

er person. Loving our neighbor doesn’t have to mean being their best friend. Prentiss Hemphill has said that

“boundaries are the distance at which | can love you and me simultaneously.” And sometimes that distance is
far.

What are the truths that can’t be spoken in your community? Is there harm that no one has been willing to
name! How can members be supported in speaking the truth to one another in love and in taking feedback
without spiraling in shame?

In her most recent book, Loving Corrections, adrienne maree brown writes that “love is how humans flock;

love is how we murmurate.Among the masses we find our people, figure out the right distance, and then we
change together, and we thrive” Amen. May it be so.

brown, adrienne maree. Loving Corrections. Chico: AK Press, 2024.
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Words for inspiration:

Listen or check out the lyrics to the Take 6 cover of Stevie Wonder’s “Love’s in Need of
Love Today”

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Trial to begin over chokehold death of Jordan Neely on NYC subway

Why does Arabic have such an image problem in France?

The Alien Enemies Act, Explained

Most of Cuba without power as Hurricane Oscar approaches

Trees and land absorbed almost no CO?2 last year. Is nature’s carbon sink failing?

[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought

partners]
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