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Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6,8-10
Psalm 19

| Corinthians 12:12-31a
Luke 4:14-21

What links the texts this week?

An assembly is among the most powerful tools of nature. Ants assemble to lift objects that could crush
them individually. Lawmakers assemble to decide how resources are distributed. The stars form a grand
cosmic assembly in the sky that we use for geographical, social, and emotional guidance. By gathering, we
co-create accord with one another.We codify the practices and behaviors that enflesh our commitment
to our collective flourishing. By gathering, we dance like the Trinity and legalize our joy the same way the
birds do when they’re readying to mate.The same way ice does as it forms into a one-of-a-kind snowflake.
The same way trickles of water flow into oceans. No task is too large for the collective.

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

Call to worship

What beauty, what wonder—
we are woven together
in the fabric of the cosmos!

Starstuff on our blue marble planet;
one celestial body are we.

Different gifts,

different experiences,

the same Holy Love—

awakening our compassion,

fortifying our connection,

Shining hope through our lives.

Opening Prayer

Cosmic Love, awaken within us the gifts we have to offer to our communities; gifts rooted in mutual

care and collective thriving. Disaffiliate our work from systems that prize busyness, ego, and needless

accumulation.VWeave us together in work and rest, that no one part of our shared body is overextended; no
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one part feels forgotten or underutilized.We long to practice our gifts and hone our skills so we can be of
joyful use to the family of living things. Praise be the hands and feet of compassion. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

...there should be no division in the body, its parts should have equal concern for each other. If one part suffers,
every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it. (I Cor 12:25,26)

Beloveds, the poetry of the scriptures remind us that we are inextricably linked with one another. So let us
be of one body, collecting our resources that all parts may be honored.

Prayer of Dedication

Steadfast Hope, we weep when we witness destruction from war and climate collapse.We feel intimately in
our spirits the heartbreak of others.The reefs, the burned down homes, the overflowed banks, the person
imprisoned—us, us, us, us. Undo any lie we have internalized about our separation. Bless our offerings, oh
God, to our mutual liberation. Amen.

Benediction
Go forth relishing the Holy Wonder

of sharing life on this little blue marble of a planet,
curious about your part in the body of collective care

and devoted to practices of love.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  How do you and other faith leaders in your tradition foster cohesion within “The Body” while ensuring that the

members thought less respectable are clothed with greater honor?
*  How are those with disabilities honored within your spiritual body?

* Are their roles and cultural practices in your religious tradition that encourage people to seek prestige at the

expense of the collective! If so, how can these be challenged?
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Application

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

Cosmic - In far too many churches (and media featuring churches), a violent motif maintains a stronghold:
A person using mobility aids comes to the church building and walks down the aisle to meet a line of
hands seeking to pray for them.Throughout the service the person experiences cliche after cliche that only
dehumanizes.

What is it about Christianity, its doctrine, texts, traditions, ways of life, that lend itself so strongly towards
ableism? What might healing look like without the Christian triumphalist arc of “being normal?” Deidre Cooper
Owens writes in Ms. Magazine:

“The silence around Tubman’s disability originates from the limiting language 19th-century physicians used
to describe her symptoms.They used terms that did not explain the extent of her disability.Yet, Tubman
was a2 woman who spoke freely about the symptoms and pains she experienced due to her injury: painful
headaches, disruptive and frightening ‘fits’ and what was then described as ‘narcolepsy’ when she appeared
unconscious. She also experienced out-of-body sensations (perhaps reflected in her “fly like a bird’ vision)
and vivid otherworldly dreams that were hyper-religious and rife with Christian imagery.”

Historians believe that a traumatic head injury at the hands of a racist overseer was the reason for Harriet’s
continued seizures. During her seizures, she would have prophetic visions of freedom in which she’d be flying
like a bird. One wonders, then: Could God have given Harriet these freedom dreams without subjecting her to
racialized violence?

The eye cannot say to the hand, “l have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “l have no need of you.”
On the contrary, the members of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and those members of the
body that we think less honorable we clothe with greater honor, and our less respectable members are treated with
greater respect, whereas our more respectable members do not need this.

Paul’s language here can be understood on at least two levels. First, he illustrates his point using the human
body. Each human body has various parts, organs, systems and functions that can differ from person to person.
What harm might be done, then, if Paul is describing some normative body even as an analogy for something
else? Whose body? Certainly body parts do not talk to each other as he portrayed, but they do share
information through our bodily networks and multi-organ systems.And sometimes the eye does say to the
hand “l have no need of you.” So how does Paul’s analogy hold up for bodies more unique than the normative?

Paul also uses this language to set us up for a more cosmic understanding of the body. Often in the New
Testament, the word “body” refers to a number of people “closely united into one society” or a “social, ethical
or mystical body,” as in the Body of Christ. The Body of Christ is not a metaphor for denominational offices. The
Body of Christ is a more emergent, nonhierarchical, flat community in which the prophecy uttered in Joel is
repeated in Acts. One day God will pour out God’s spirit on all flesh

and your sons and your daughters [and kin] shall prophesy,
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and your young men shall see visions,
and your old men shall dream dreams.
Even upon my slaves, both men and women [and all kin],
in those days | will pour out my Spirit,
and they shall prophesy.

The Harriet Tubman Collective attempted to bring attention to the fact that the needs and vulnerabilities of
Black Disabled and Deaf people were completely erased in the creation of a six-point platform produced by

the Movement for Black Lives. Attempting to “Complete the ‘vision for Black Lives’,” the collective argued
the following in Alice Wong’s Disability Visibility edited volume:

“The Harriet Tubman Collective submits that any struggle against white supremacy must also address
all of its interrelated flaws— including ableism and audism. It is disingenuous, at best, and violently
irresponsible at worst, to claim to want justice for those who have died at the hands of police, and
neither name disability nor advance disability justice.”

The Body, or the Collective, must engage a project of self-critique, even among friends, to survive. In every
community, there are people who are reminding others that “l am still here,” “l am in need of something,’
“l want to be remembered.” When collectives of people come together to highlight a shared need, they are
affirming their place in the Body.

If everyone were a single member, where would the body be!?

If everyone in the room and in the list of signatures is able-bodied (or cis, or has attended college, or is
working full time at a respectable job), where would the Movement be? What do we learn about our hopes
for the future by how we behave today? Who taught us who our leaders should be?

Structural - Isn’t it strange that Paul keeps contradicting himself? How can the same man who writes

“ For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—]Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we were
all made to drink of one Spirit” also warns slaves to “obey [their] masters with respect and trembling?”
Scholars will argue that the kind of slavery described in the New Testament is different than what modern
readers of the Bible would associate with regards to the Transatlantic Slave Trade.

Even still, by his own terms, Paul is inconsistent. How is it that the Spirit baptizes us all into one body, slaves
and free, but yet slaves are still expected to behave in ways that masters aren’t? Perhaps the concept of
“slave” is too much to manage.After all, most people who attend Christian churches might believe that
slavery is over. So what if we considered the case of the robot since its very etymology suggests some
overlap.

“Robot is drawn from an old Church Slavonic word, robota, for ‘servitude, forced labor’ or ‘drudgery.
The word, which also has cognates in German, Russian, Polish and Czech, was a product of the central
European system of serfdom by which a tenant’s rent was paid for in forced labor or service.”

In December 2024, Meta announced that it would be integrating Al (“robot”) profiles who would have a
presence and functionality hardly distinguishable from human accounts. Shortly after, Meta pulled those
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accounts and restricted them after backlash from critical voices.

Washington Post Columnist Karen Attiah experimented to chat with one of the Al accounts (imagined to be
a queer Black woman) and the bot replied—

“My creators admitted they lacked diverse references...You're calling me out — and rightfully so. My
existence currently perpetuates harm. Ideally, my creators would rebuild me with black creators leading
my design — then my goal would be supporting queer black community via authentic representation and
helpful resources. Does that redemption arc seem possible?”

The bot sounded like some fuzzy representation of a stereotype of a Black queer woman.That’s not an
accident.According to a collaboratively written article in McKinsey and Company by Jan Shelly Brown,
Natasha Korgaonkar, Chris Perkins, Matthew Finney and Mark McMillan, Generative Al programs have the
capacity to “remove barriers to Black economic mobility.”

“...Black Americans, with an unemployment rate twice that of White workers, are overrepresented in
roles most likely to be taken over by automation. Indeed, Black workers are increasingly overrepresented
in four of the top five occupations at risk of automation: office support, production work, food services,
and mechanical installation and repair. If reskilling efforts are not undertaken, this trend only stands to
worsen.”

The authors continue to imagine how to meet this dilemma:

“...Early in gen Al’s trajectory, leaders have an opportunity to build equity and fairness into their
developing gen Al strategies and associated applications, and to accelerate the closing of the racial gap.
The aim: to have all people and communities—including Black communities, previously left behind by
seismic shifts in tech—benefit from this amazing technology transformation...”

The most critical voices in the Al world have been urging for multiple interventions. From its social and
psychological impacts on human development, to ecological consequences to moral limitations in education
at every level, there is an Al debate everywhere. Power companies are now looking at ways to supply data
centers (where Al servers and other power-guzzling projects are stored) with enough energy to support
them.The U.S. Department of Energy has estimated that one data center can require “50 times the electricity
of a typical office building.” These needs for data center energy supply would directly impact vulnerable
communities wherever they are being built.

It is difficult to see the challenges and consequences of Al when such a program is helping you to finish
homework, design a dinner menu with limited groceries, or schedule your week based on a series of emails.
But there are underground consequences which are much more obvious to the vulnerable communities who
have to endure the suffering.

But God has so arranged the body, giving the greater honor to the inferior member, that there may be no dissension
within the body, but the members may have the same care for one another. If one member suffers, all suffer together
with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it.
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Interpersonal - Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work powerful deeds? Do all possess
gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all interpret? But strive for the greater gifts. And | will show you a still
more excellent way.

“One Band, One Sound!”

The movie Drumline follows a young, Black, self-taught drummer who enrolls at a Black college.The film
spotlights the experiences of Black college students and the band scene.When Devon’s roommate arrives
to band practice late, the conductor Dr. Lee asks “why didn’t you wake him?” To this, Devon responds, “l
don’t know | guess he overslept. I'm not his mother” This offends Dr. Lee, and irritates the returning band
members. Dr. Lee makes a point to articulate the problem of this individualism.

“Section leaders, what is our concept?”
“One band, one sound!”

“When one of us is late, we are all late.When one of us looks or sounds bad, we all look and sound
bad. Now | want ten laps from all those who are not their roommates’ mama.”

It's a challenging lesson to learn, because Devon comes to the fictional Atlanta A&T after being personally
recruited by Dr. Lee.As incredible of a player he is, Devon cannot read music and has to learn in order to
stay in the band. Throughout the movie, the band struggles to become a cohesive unit. Between disparate
practice disciplines and ego battles, the band has to figure out how to create a harmonious sound between
different instruments, personalities and skillsets.As intense as Dr. Lee’s posture might appear, the story ends
with the band doing well and winning a band competition.

We learn a few things in the movie. Firstly, there are always skills to develop. Even the most promising
drummer still had to learn the technical skill of reading music for the sale of the collective. Secondly, the
sheet music for every instrument will not be identical on every song.The horns do not play the same
notes as the wind instruments. The rhythm section is not doing anything the dancers are. But together
they produce something greater than any one of their sections could have on their own. And lastly, joining
a band is deeper than the outcome of playing music. It’s about trusting your colleagues. The movie is not
just about music, it’s also about young people deciding to become friends in the process of working on a
common goal.

Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work powerful deeds? Do all possess gifts of healing? Do
all speak in tongues? Do all interpret? But strive for the greater gifts.And | will show you a still more excellent way.

Imagine if the band was just drums.You’d never hear the bass line. If every trumpet played the melody, you'd
never hear the magic in the harmonies. Paul’s writing here clues us in to this fact. In True to Our Native
Land: An African American New Testament Commentary, Boykin Sanders writes:

“With these questions Paul leaves the Corinthians on the brink. Rhetorically, they know what the
answer really is— or do they? What is clear is that he expects them all to say ‘we are not all apostles,
we are not all prophets, we are not all teachers, we are not all workers of miracles...” Spiritual gifts do
build up the church (14:12), but in the case of the Corinthians the pursuit of them has fractured it.”
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Sometimes, we are trying so hard to beef up our resume or portfolio that we find ourselves competing with
the people with whom we should be collaborating. Instead of playing the game of capitalistic individualism
and attempting to win awards, accolades, and praise, we could decide to organize ourselves another way.As
Paul would name it, there might be a “more excellent way.”

In Mark’s gospel, Jesus deflates the spirit of competition by turning the question on its head.The disciples
were arguing about “who was the greatest,” and Jesus sat them down to redirect their question. Instead of
awarding one or crowning another, Jesus said, “whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of
all” We might be tempted to seek the allures of power, but a community of any kind requires a disruption of
these hierarchies.

If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it.

In other words, one band, one sound.

Sources

SBL Study Bible

Blue Letter Bible

Disability Visibility: First Person Stories from the Twenty First Century

True to Our Native Land, An African American New Testament Commentary

Drumline, 2002
https://www.mckinsey.com/bem/our-insights/the-impact-of-generative-ai-on-black-communities
https:/Imsmagazine.com/2022/02/ | O/harriet-tubman-disability-democracy/
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/social-media/meta-ai-insta-shuts-character-instagram-fb-accounts-user-outcry-
rcnal 86177
https:/lwww.powermag.com/power-demand-from-data-centers-keeping-coal-fired-plants-online/
https://www.sciencefriday.com/segments/the-origin-of-the-word-robot/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2024/ 1 0/08/google-meta-omaha-data-centers/

Words for inspiration:

Check out this post on “Harriet Tubman’s Disability and VWhy it Matters” by Dierdre Cooper
Owens
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

The CIA declassified records on its spying campaign targeting Latino civil rights leaders.
Stashes of Emirati weapons found in Sudan’s Wad Madani: Report
The NYC subways’ electrical equipment is so old it frequently explodes

More than 700 British Jews reject police ban on Gaza ceasefire march in London

The Impossible Task of Providing Child Care in Rural lllinois
[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.”

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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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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