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TEXTS

November 10, 2024

Ruth 3:1-5;4:13-17
Psalm 127

| Kings 17:8-16
Psalm 146
Hebrews 9:24-28
Mark 12:38-44

What links the texts this week?

Our texts inspire us to think beyond the lifetimes of the institutions and securities we hold dear.We
are wise to keep either blood and/or chosen family close for when the structures we relied on too
heavily begin to falter.What is humanmade is fallible and finite, but what Creator inhabits can sustain

us for generations.We praise a God who is more present in anthills than legislatures.Ve praise a
Creator more creative in dandelion seeds than doctoral programs.We serve a Savior who shows more
strength in the flea market than the fine art auction.We don’t have to do this the way it’s been done. In
fact, we better not if we want to live. May we live into otherwise even if that may place us at odds with

convention.

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

Call to Worship

Beware of those interested in politeness over justice.

Beware of those interested in image over solidarity.

Beware of those interested in status quo over liberation.

Beware of those interested in comfort over transformation.
Beware of those interested in personal gain over mutuality.

For the Living God is unswayed by the logic of empire.
She is unmoved by the appeals of oppressors.

She weaves us together towards collective freedom.
She is wily and gentle.

She is radical and compassionate.

With us, She does not back down.

Opening Prayer
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Holy Cultivator of Hope, guide us to the spiritual practices we need to transform our lives—rest,
community, dance, song, mutual aid, art, poetry, prayer, protest, direct action, breath, quiet, imagination.
Awaken us to the work that is ours to do in our communities, our homes, and our hearts. Invite us towards
what needs to be transformed. Release with us what needs to be released.Tend with us what needs to be
tended. Move your love through our relationships of care with one another.Where there is complacency,
ignite our dreams for a better world. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Our solidarity with each other, our compassion for each other, our understanding that we are bound
together—are these not spiritual practices? Is this not the very movement of the love of God!? Let us
gather our shared gifts this day—time, skills, presence, resources—honoring the spiritual practice of care
among us. Come.

Prayer of Dedication
Teacher and activist Dean Spade writes:

“Being more engaged with the complex and painful realities we face,
and with thoughtful, committed action alongside others for justice,
feels much better than numbing out or making token, self-consoling charity gestures.”

This is our prayer, oh God—may we engage the painful realities we face, that they may be transformed
towards justice.We bless our offerings to committed actions over numbing out. May it be so,Amen.

Benediction

Go forth encouraged by the Liberating Spirit
and nourished by spiritual practices,

that we may have the fortitude

to engage with the sorrow of the world

and commit to transformation.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  What exploitative rules can your faith community challenge together? How can you consider shifting cul-
ture to allow more grace and relief to economically exploited people who are often stigamatized?

* How can we strengthen support beyond institutions that can ensure people are cared for even when the
institutions fail?

*  Who are the deserving marginalized or otherwise vulnerable people that can be celebrated and praised in
your community? How can we do a better job of greeting people like domestic workers, teachers, custodi-
ans, and workers of the land with respect in our marketplace?

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

Cosmic -There’s this problematic formula where a person who is disabled and/or exploited (and thereby
“less-fortunate”) does something that counters what’s considered to be the “reasonable” response to their
circumstances and becomes an “inspiration”. A woman who normally uses a wheelchair walks down the aisle
for her wedding. Orphaned Palestinian children risk what little they have left to care for their even younger
siblings amidst the catastrophe of genocide. A dirt-poor widow squeezes the final drops of her livelihood into
the Temple treasury.They’re so brave.They’re so exemplary. Look at their hard work ...and sacrifice! Over
time, these narratives dominate media portrayals of these people, and then every “good” disabled person tries
to be able-bodied again, every “good” genocide victim manages not to crumble under the weight of survivor’s
guilt, every “good” poor person is supposed to be like the dad from Pursuit of Happyness.

There is something about sacrifice that arouses the imperial imagination.When people are already at a
disadvantage, what makes us want to see them risk it all? Ve herald this imperiled woman for... for what
exactly? Because of how the narrative is constructed, it’s not difficult to identify her as a victim - it takes more
mental work not to link her with the widows whose homes were allegedly devoured.While her victimhood
has decent evidence, There’s no consensus on whether she’s tragically naive to cast her last into what the

text inaccurately frames as a predatory institution or whether she’s our leading offering-time saint who will
inspire us to similarly toss our rent money into a container we’ll never touch the bottom of - a budget we have
no control over.What does this widow-figure mean for those of us who are more likely to have our houses
devoured than to embezzle house-sized capital?

In the original translation, she’s seen as giving “her whole life”. The critical among us will be agitated by knowing

the narrative’s Temple treasury is undeserving of her offering. As we're led to question whether her enormous
sacrifice was all in vain, Jesus interjects a diverging metaphysical perspective - she is the Temple’s chief donor.
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Those who “contributed out of their abundance” could never hope to catch up to her.This is really weird
from a material perspective because the penny the woman gave has far less power compared to the entire
salaries the rich probably give. Is Jesus saying that God hates abundance?? What divine economics should
leave the most righteous perpetually endangered and preyed upon by those who ignore the law?

We know that by capitalist standards, the exploited widow’s choice was the worst possible decision. Mark
12 is giving us a glimpse of another set of norms, a new way of calculation to challenge the evaluation
methods that allow the long-robed and arrogant to be the most respected.Vhat a blessing it is that we
can identify and examine functioning ways to do otherwise. I'd recently stumble across some indigenous
wisdom reassembled for western audiences by Janine Benyus that allowed me to imagine a much less
hostile solarpunk afrofuture:

(My own comparisons added in parenthesis)

Nature runs on sunlight (infinitely abundant, in theory)

Nature uses only the energy it needs (very MODEST, very demure)

Nature fits form to function (as opposed to expecting those trying to function to conform)
Nature recycles everything (peak resourcefulness)

Nature rewards cooperation (as opposed to competition)

Nature banks on diversity (as opposed to hegemony/monoculture)

Nature demands local expertise (this is decentralized knowledge)

Nature curbs excesses from within (anti-hoarding)

V0 N A WD =

Nature taps the power of limits (instead of assuming limitless growth)

These 9 principles of biomimicry (arguably just Indigenous values) show us that Nature doesn’t use only the
math and logic of endless accumulation.This is a vastly different economy of energy than the one we use.
While there are certainly examples of competition and hierarchy in nature, those values aren’t considered
as predominant. Maybe we need to be a bit more ecological than economical.

Creator is not calculating the way capitalists do. This text’s divine calculation means that the poor can give
very little and still win. For those doing the exploiting, their “contributions” don’t count for hardly anything.
When you consider what they’re doing in terms of raw energy, they’re hoarding it, wasting it, and basically
secreting it in amounts so negligible it’s insulting. They watch us all compete to be proximate to too-few
resource centers when our most fundamental energetic currency is as accessible as sunlight. Even as we
will never know the fate of this widow, we can celebrate the radical agency by which she chose to play by
divine law rather than the exploitative hunger games. May the good-hearted offerings of the targeted class
never be in vain.

Structural - Jesus’ attitude towards the temple system and scribes can be much more confusing than
the one-dimensional attitude the gospel texts contrive around the Pharisees. Jesus has positive things to
say about scribes in scripture as well as negative. He participates in Temple life enough that he can’t be
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considered completely divested from it. VWWhere we may be inclined to force him into a binaried perspective of
being for or against this system, historical evidence doesn’t strongly support it.

Even in this text, Jesus isn’t talking about every single scribe. He’s constructing a caricatured portrayal of the
worst kind of leader, as is possible with any position of power. | can offer scathing critiques of pastors and
politicians generally that would not apply to Bishop Yvette Flunder or VA Delegate Cia Price. But they would
apply to Kenneth Copeland or Mitch McConnell. Institutions are complex in the way they supposedly unite
people with common goals and values while also empowering leaders with diametric viewpoints (universities,
Congress, and literally every mainline denomination).

Therefore we find Jesus inhabiting a certain fluidity that many of us know well - we appreciate an institution’s
benefits while caring enough to critique it. Sometimes, the folks who are most critical of an institution

are doing so out of an investment in its reform. Martin Luther set out to improve Catholicism, not invent
Lutheranism.

Some Biblical scholars may argue that that Jesus has a problem with the Temple institution, and this is well-
supported in this section of Mark just between Jesus’ risky temple turn-up and his foretelling of the temple’s
destruction.This is easy to believe with that surrounding context, yet it seems worthwhile to investigate
whether this is the only institution the Markan narrative Jesus feels so strongly about. Mark emphasizes the
alleged sins of scribes, yet there’s another institution being tacitly challenged in this latter portion of Mark 2.

Widows are the most vulnerable because they are less likely to have the protection of a family or patriarch.
They’re economically marginalized, and often dependants without material incentives to care for them -
Naomi is the classic example, begging her daughters to not be burdened by her.The law mandates that
widows be cared for because of this, and, by profession, the scribes very literally know that law better than
anyone else. Scribes with the legal power to draft mortgages would be well-aware that any predatory financial
malpractice against widows is against Jewish values. It is against the letter and the spirit of the law.

But families being constructed in ways that leave certain members extremely vulnerable remains widely
accepted. The family as an institution that produces and protects capital is financially disadvantaged by the
presence of the widow, especially if she is not bearing children.The Temple is likely a kinder institution to the
widow than the family is. Jesus still participated in the Temple activities in Jerusalem per adherence to his faith,
but Jesus is completely divested from traditional family structure which is an institution also mediated by legal
officials. The gospel authors may have had a misleading anti-Temple agenda, but Roberts S. Kramer speaks to
the ways that Jesus also resists affiliation with his contemporary family institutions.

“Many followers of Jesus are depicted in ways that seem to detach them from larger family relationships.
Some writings of the New Testament regularly construct the relationships between early Christians in
terms of reconfigured kinship...”

Jesus isn’t running around shouting at folks that their families are evil. Jesus doesn’t speak against ALL scribes
as complicit in an evil system- he just commended one in the previous chapter. Even early Christians would
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struggle to treat widows fairly, so this isn’t a temple problem.This is a power problem.

Amy-Jill Levine offers the corrective that,“Clearly it was not because of Jewish oppression that
women joined Jesus. Perhaps some women outside of marital situations (widows, single women,
divorced women) were particulalry attracted to Jesus’ movement given its possible focus on celibacy,
nonprivileging of child-bearing, and alternative family structures.”

The better question to inform how we live might be which institutions Jesus displays embodied support for?
Based on his conduct as depicted by slanted authors, Jesus still supports the Temple in his participation. Even
his debates with religious leaders show investment, but he doesn’t stay exceedingly proximate either.

Institutions fail and empires fall. Jesus seems to tacitly advocate for people to contribute to institutions

that will serve them and follow a sustainable ethos. Jesus is also flesh, so we are blessed with the benefit

of noticing what the Christ embodies.The gospels paint the Jewish leaders according to their own agenda,
but Jesus isn’t spending his time trying to take down scribes. He bickers with them as though they are his
siblings - the clashes are intensified by proximity - and he deals credit and critique alike. Instead of scheming
against them, Jesus spends his time constructing experimental alternatives to support those not served by
MANY normative institutional structures. Jesus may have been thinking about the destruction of the Temple
not because he sought its demise but because he was rightfully thinking about community care beyond its
uncertain lifespan. Now might be as good a time as any to ask those who have left their denominations how
their ministry must adapt when it all begins to crumble.

Interpersonal - The passage opens with Jesus illustrating a pretty vivid profile of predatory leaders. If

we are wise enough to broaden his admonition knowing that it isn’t to be unfairly applied solely to Jewish
scribes, but to power at large, then we might find the more liberating use for the caricature he sketches.
Long robes, responding to flattery, seated in prominence, obsessed with their own importance... It’s
something about the showy folks.The ones determined to flaunt status. Luxury cars, worst-selling books,
insisting everyone call them Dr. before the ink is dry on their D.Min, those loud-rimmed, name-brand
glasses... we all know these people.There’s a difference between someone who appreciates quality products
(largely decided by the advertising industry) and someone who is a pathological wealth/power-signaler.The
latter is unlikely to be committed to the interests of common folks, and on top of that, their power cravings
suggest a propensity to want to suck the blood of the vulnerable.

We’re only formally introduced to all the “good” work that person does - their foundations, their charities,
the palatable aspects of their ministry or vocation.While in the damp, moldy basement of the institutions
they control, their serfs are barely scraping by or silently buckling under the weight of exploitative financial
burdens. One pastor recently said the quiet part out loud when he advised his church not to be concerned
about poor folks, and he engaged in blatant poverty shaming in the pulpit. | started to feel bad for those - a
loved one among them - who had offered this pastor public words of respect and propped up his ministry
before he masked off. Decent folks were sharing his soundbites and making him go viral all the time.
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Our words of endorsement are a form of power.They’re like a sort of currency. Each word of praise

socially enriches a person who we could later discover makes the grim reaper look very cutesy.You ever
unknowingly compliment someone on the very thing they have let go to their head? It will make you wish
you could return the compliment and get your money back.What if | told you we can use a power analysis
to determine when we should hesitate on our flattering greetings, introductions, and bestowals of accolades?
You don’t actually HAVE to stand when the pastor or bishop approaches the altar.You don’t HAVE to use
honorifics with the police (but be strategic and MAKE IT HOME).You don’t HAVE to call nobody Reverend
Doctor Apostle Prophetess Overseer Deacon nothing. Black folks have come to a communal consensus that
all we HAVE to do is “stay Black and die” as we say to affirm our own agency even when under threat.

This is less about us becoming anti-affirmation and more about being reflective regarding who we affirm
first and most. Do we find ourselves only praising the work of those who can weigh down the collection
plate? Are we only commending the work of founders, EDs, CEOs, and others who are lettered and titled?
When was the last time we collectively praised the work of children, the contributions of our widows? Have
we properly thanked the trees for their service or is that only for the war machine’s troops? Ve can be
judicious in how we spend our respect and words of affirmation.Where the powerful are scheming folks’
demise, our skepticism could actually save lives.

Words for inspiration:

Check out a podcast episode featuring Robin Wall Kimmerer discussing how Indigenous knowlege can heal
the earth.

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

No, Keir Starmer — Reparations Aren’t Just About the Past

Israel’s attack on Iran: How the world reacted

These local Muslims vote in every election. But this time, it's complicated
Washington, London call for end to Gaza war, urge diplomatic path in Lebanon

College Republicans hosts Jan. 6 insurrectionist

[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.
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