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Acts 5:27-32 enfleshed

spiritual nourishment for collective liberation




TEXTS
April 27, 2025

Acts 5:27-32
Psalm 118:14-29
Psalm 150
Revelation 1:4-8
John 20:19-31

What links the texts this week?

April 27, 2025 I

This is our time to step into our power.Worship and praise allow us to acknowlege the divine in humanity

- that which is potent enough to challenge the most acute forms of terror and win. In exalting the name

of Christ, we are saying that God is always with us. Our highest praise is not launched only skyward, but

it permeates outward to nourish those around us.Those for whom our liberation is inconvenient will jolt

into action to repress and restrain.We will witness the wounds of imperial violence, and we will sing and

dance anyway. Our suffering will be a sacred memory reminding us that we loved so hard, it rattled the

chains of domination.

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

Call to worship

The Song of the Beloved
is older than any nation,
government or economy.

The Song of the Beloved hummed
as the Universe unfolded

into galaxies, star

clusters,

Earth with its trees,

and you—

Holy Love alive
in the universe of our very being—

the carbon composing our bodies, 6 billion years old.

The Song that sings us into being is ancient and holy.
The Love that spread out galaxies lives in us today.

Opening Prayer
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Ancient and Everlasting Love—

Console us when we are broken-hearted.

Soothe us when we are overwhelmed.

Set us free from the ways we have imprisoned ourselves and each other.

Expand our imagination. Unite us towards liberation. Deepen our love for this world.

Use our anger as fuel for the work of compassion.

Connect us with ancient wisdom.Awaken us to deep truths. Steep us in wonder.Amen.

Invitation to Offering

As we witness systems of greed funneling resources away from places of need, we fan out our resources

to each other.We take what we have and break it like loaves of bread passed among the crowd. Look!--

together our baskets are fulll Come, amidst sorrow, let us create the world we need.

Prayer of Dedication

Systems of oppression want us disconnected, unimaginative, and in despair. llluminating Wonder, weave in us

another way. Flow our gathered resources towards repair, support, relationships, mutual enoughness. Amen.

Benediction

We will not be limited by narrow-mindedness,

nor by stories of the way things have always been

for Creative Cosmic Love moves through us

and Songs of Possibility are older than despair. Let us go forth in this ancient hope.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

How can your spiritual tradition retell the good news of our Gospel in a way that is protective of our Jewish

siblings while being affirming of our faith?

What seeds of liberation can be planted in spaces where systems of domination weaponize terror and control?

Are there spaces within your faith community that need these seeds planted as well?

What are the everyday acts of resistance you can take to challenge the fatal whims of empire? How can you

inspire others to join you in these acts?
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Application

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

Cosmic -Do you believe in the resurrection? Did the resurrection happen for real, or is that a euphemistic
metaphor to describe the life of Jesus’ ideas after his death? Why did Jesus die? These questions and more are
not just the stuff of Facebook arguments. They are the foundations of doctrinal arguments and denominational
splits.We learn what we believe from sermons, bible studies, cultural artifacts like movies, and through other
informal vehicles. For all of us, however, we are inheriting a tradition that has been passed down to us. Perhaps
we joined a church as adults, or maybe we are 5th generation Baptists. All of us are tapping into a tradition that
is older than any of us.

But for the people of this story, they were directly impacted by the story of Christ. In Peter’s own words, it
is the “God of our ancestors” who “raised up Jesus.” And this was after the apostles witnessed his hanging
“on a tree.” Peter, as narrated in this passage, responds to requests for censorship by telling the story as he
remembers it.

But Peter goes further. He not only repeats the story as he remembers it, but he begins to testify.

God exalted him at his right hand as Leader and Savior that he might give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins.
And we are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him.

Peter repeats these words because he believes them.As it is written, these are not words that were taught to
him in Sunday School or words he heard via gossip. Peter claims to be a “witness to these things.”

Why do you believe what you believe? How did you come to develop some of your most deeply held
convictions? Did you come to these things through experience, research, relationships, or something else?
Part of investigating our commitments and deepening requires that we understand their genealogies. How do
you know what you know? What makes you weep? What songs move you? What is it about the story of Jesus
that you attach to the most, and why? Are you Christian, or do you enjoy church and the cultural expressions
within? What even is a Christian? Is there room to disagree with other Christians? These questions are ripe
journal reflections, as we seek to make visible the things we take for granted. The more we pay attention to
our inherited theological infrastructure, the more we can identify places we can show up as people of moral
courage.The hardest things to confront are those that we have not given names.

In 1986, biblical scholar Walter Wink struggled with this very concept.

“The new age dawning may not ‘believe in’ angels and demons the way an earlier period believed in them.
But these Powers may be granted a happier fate: to be understood as symbolic of the ‘withinness’ of
institutions, structures and systems. People may never again regard them as quasi-material beings flapping
around in the sky, but perhaps they will come to see them as the actual spirituality of actual entities in
the real world... As symbols they point to something real, something the worldview of materialism never
learned to name and therefore never could confront.”

Peter and the apostles are doing important work to name that they are more interested in obeying “God
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rather than any human authority.” They are right to tell the story of how they ended up in court again. But
they have begun to point fingers, at least in this retelling. Somehow, we are no longer blaming the Roman
Empire and the “powers and principalities.” Instead, they are blaming the high priests and the Sadducees. It
is important as Christians during the holy season of Easter that we take heed from this grave mistake.

Christ himself was a Jewish person, strongly formed by Jewish principles and traditions. He loved his people
so much that he felt called to practice it.As the saying goes, Jesus was not a Christian. Elena Procario-Foley,
Professor of Jewish-Catholic Studies at lona University writes on ways Christians can avoid inadvertent
antisemitism during Holy Week.

“In your messages, reinforce the rich diversity of Jewish life at the time of Jesus.The Jesus movement
was one way of discerning the best (Jewish) way to be in relationship with God. During the Easter
season, Sunday readings focus on the early community and so-called birth of the church.Too often, |
hear sermons that deploy the sometimes harsh rhetoric of New Testament passages as if it were a
developed doctrinal stance of the churches toward Jews and Judaism at that time. Explain, instead, that
these passages reflect intra-Jewish debates of the first century.”

What are the ways that time has warped the story of Christ? How have power and political agendas made
the gospel less “good news” and more “a symbol of hate?” What were Peter and the apostles trying to
testify about that we, here in 2025, could never understand? And in what ways might the very bacteria in
our gut vibrate with resonance at their words? The struggle is eternal.

Structural - “Join with all nature in manifold witness...”

The hymn “Great Is Thy Faithfulness” invites all to witness the majesty of God.Through every season, each
creature and celestial body is beckoned to testify about God’s great faithfulness, mercy and love.

What is a witness? How do we witness? What should a witness do?

In the New Testament, the word “witness” is most frequently found in the book of Acts.Thirteen times.
The word describes someone who witnesses in a legal or historical sense, as one may be called to witness
in court. Over time, the Christian tradition has found new ways to use the word “witness.” Songs, phrases
and liturgy all remind us that witnessing has power.However, occasionally in the New Testament, the word
“witness” is also translated to mean “martyr.”

And while the blood of your witness Stephen was shed, | myself was standing by, approving and keeping the coats of
those who killed him. Acts 22:20 NRSV

Later in Acts, Paul recounts (or testifies, or witnesses) about his conversion.The one who once approved
of the deaths of Christ-followers was brought to Damascus to be a “witness to all of the world of what
you have seen and heard.” Yet, Paul reflects on how he himself was a witness to the killing of Stephen and
“approved.’ In fact, he held the coats of the ones who were violent, perhaps even egged them on as they
were attacking Stephen.

In this passage, the apostles are being put on trial after they’ve dramatically escaped. According to Prison
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Policy, the combined federal, state, local and tribal systems “hold nearly 2 million people in 1,566 state prisons,
98 federal prisons, 3,116 local jails, 1,277 juvenile correctional facilities, | 33 immigration detention facilities,
and 80 Indian country jails, as well as in military prisons, civil commitment centers, state psychiatric hospitals,
and prisons in the U.S. territories — at a system-wide cost of at least $182 billion each year.”

Because the machine is so large, various non-profit organizations, community organizations, political
organizations and faith-based organizations make attempts to throw a wrench into the system.The Solitary
Gardens is an effort to “directly and metaphorically ask us to imagine a landscape without prisons.” In their
own words,

“The Solitary Gardens, turns solitary confinement cells into garden beds that are the same size and blue-
print as the cell Herman, and so many others spend decades in.The contents (plants, flowers and herbs)
of the prison-cell-turned-garden-bed are designed by prisoners serving their sentences in isolation
through proxies on the outside. Central to this project is a call to end the inhumane conditions of
solitary confinement, simultaneously inspiring compassion necessary to dismantle systems of punishment
and control.”

On their website, you can hear from incarcerated people who are able to work with the gardens. Solitary
Gardener Arya Serenity wrote while incarcerated,

“In fact the rot and decay of society and all that is backward is reflected in these penal institutions,
where in America, the richest and most powerful nation on Earth, with the so-called best education
centers on Earth, can’t even remedy the ills of its citizenry and properly care for the mentally ill. Prison
punishes poor people for their disabilities, courts pass us by just to meet quotas, and everyone else feeds
off the fear, misery, and injustices of the voiceless.”

And we are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him.

Arya, and others, are able to witness the things that diminish and dehumanize. Organizations like The Solitary
Gardens help people to develop an imagination that considers prisons (and especially solitary confinement)
an affront to human rights and dignity. Peter’s testimony is that even though Christ was killed, God raised

him and he is elevated to the right hand of God. But what does this testimony mean, in practice, for those
incarcerated? Or for those in state custody and surveillance? In other words, what does Christ’s resurrection
do for those who proclaim it? Certainly, our freedom must come before we make it to heaven. If Christ can
overthrow the natural law of death, what stops us from imagining a world in which all people are housed, fed,
and able to live a dignified life? We have already seen miracles happen. Nothing is too hard for God, right? And
if God needs help, we can partner with other people committed to the same causes we are passionate about.

Interpersonal - How do you remember important things? Before cell phone reminders, people would tie
a string around their finger to jog their memory. Or, you may post a sticky note on your laptop.You might say
to a friend,“remind me that | need to make that appointment.” Sometimes just saying things out loud helps us
to remember.

Part of what Peter is doing in this passage is helping himself and others to remember how things happened.
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During the questioning, we hear how dangerous it is for the followers of Christ to teach.They are told not
to do their works of healing. But Peter and the apostles refuse to submit to human authority. Their orders
come from elsewhere.

In his text, The Violence of Organized Forgetting, Henry Giroux argues that “various elitist forces in American
society are distracting, miseducating, and deterring the public from acting in its own interests.” He further
argues,

“Educators, artists, intellectuals, workers, young people, and other concerned citizens also need to
create alternative narratives about what the promise of democracy might be for our communities and
ourselves... What are the pedagogical technologies and practices at work that create the conditions
for people to act against their own sense of dignity, agency, and collective possibilities?”

These are good questions. But how do they live in the lives of people’s interpersonal relationships? What
does it take for the average person to develop an alternative narrative?! In her work Womanist Ethics

and the Cultural Production of Evil, Dr. Emilie M.Townes argues that we move towards a life that takes
seriously “everydayness.” This is our best tool in the fight against what she terms the “fantastic hegemonic
imagination.” In a litany of actions, she shows us that we have an opportunity to meet the moment each day
of our lives.

“the everydayness of listening closely when folks talk or don’t talk to hear what they are saying

the everydayness of taking some time, however short or long, to refresh ourselves through prayer or
meditation

the everydayness of speaking to folks and actually meaning whatever it is that is coming out of our
mouths

the everydayness of being a presence in people’s lives

the everydayness of designing a class session or lecture or reading or writing or thinking
the everydayness of sharing a meal

the everydayness of facing heartache and disappointment

the everydayness of joy and laughter

the everydayness of facing people who expect us to lead them somewhere or at least point them in
the right direction and walk with them

the everydayness of blending head and heart

it’s the everydayness of getting up and trying one more time to get our living right

it is in this everydayness that ‘we the people’ are formed”
The power of Christ’s ministry is that he embodied these simple and almost invisible acts. Christ took time
to pray. He tried to hear people, even those who didn’t speak much. He spoke and gave sermons, but he
also shared meals. He tried to do right.We can only imagine what Christ’s closest friends experienced.We
don’t know what their inside jokes sounded like, and we don’t know what songs they sang from place to

place. But he made an impact on people’s lives by being present. He was a community member as much as
he was a community leader.
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It is precisely this dance of everydayness that made him a threat, though. His, and his followers, commitment
to remembering a different narrative got him in trouble. And as New Testament professor Dr. Mitzi J. Smith
argues,“The apostles refused to stop talking about how God resurrected the lynched body of Jesus.” This
begs the question— what kinds of conversations should we be having? What should our talk sound like,
among friends, family, colleagues, and at church? We see in this passage and elsewhere in the gospels that the
testimony of the oppressed changes the world.

Our words are powerful. One way to commit to being intentional with our words is to reflect often on our
world. Lament is distinct from testimony because sometimes no one hears our laments but God.Testimony

comes with the connotation of a witness or jury to hear it. But sometimes all we have is our heartbreak and
God.

In his The Cross and the Lynching Tree, the late Rev. Dr. James Cone writes about the witness of Ida B.VVells.
An anti-lynching activist and journalist, she found her faith challenged and tested often.“The heart almost
loses faith in Christianity...when one thinks of...the countless massacres of defenseless Negroes, whose
only crime was the attempt to exercise their right to vote. O God, when will these massacres stop?”

Reflecting on her life, Cone wrote

“Faith and doubt were bound together, with each a check against the other—doubt preventing faith from
being too sure of itself and faith keeping doubt from going down the pit of despair. With faith in one
hand and doubt in the other she contended against the evil of lynching”

We do not know how Peter and the apostles prepared for the work Christ left them to do.We can
assume they prayed, broke bread together, cried, went on walks, reflected on the holy texts. How else does
one develop the moral fortitude to say, under great threat,“VWe must obey God rather than any human
authority?”

April 27, 2025 — e—

Sources

SBL Study Bible

Blue Letter Bible
https://blackgirlwatching.com/dont-miss-the-radical-message-of-wicked/
https://hymnary.org/text/great _is_thy faithfulness o god my fathe
Unmasking the Powers, Walter Wink

The Cross and the Lynching Tree, James H. Cone

The Violence of Organized Forgetting, Henry Giroux

Womanist Ethics and the Cultural Production of Evil, Emilie M. Townes

https://faithandleadership.com/| 0-ways-avoid-inadvertent-antisemitism-during-holy-week
https://www.prisonpolicy.org/reports/pie2025.html#bigpicture

https://solitarygardens.org/arya

https://www.tampabay.com/archive/ 1 992/08/25/things-out-of-place-help-to-jog-memory/
https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/second-sunday-of-easter-3/

commentary-on-acts-527-32
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Words for inspiration:

Consider how you can embody M. Shawn Copeland’s understanding of Blues:

“The blues demand of theology a prophetic criticism that contests all arbitrary uses of
power or coercion, that challenges individual acquisitive materialism, that repudiates
any and every attempt to undermine humanity’s very humanness, and that cherishes
the lives of ordinary everyday children and women and men of all cultures and races.”

- M. Shawn Copeland, Uncommon Faithfulness: The Black Catholic Experience

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

“They Don’t Care About Civil Rights™: Trump’s Shuttering of DHS Oversight Arm Freezes 600 Cases
U.S. House to eye bill that would make it harder to register to vote

Judge orders daily updates from Trump admin on getting Abrego Garcia back from El Salvador
Tuning Out the Algorithm at WFMU

Take U.S. tariffs as blessing in disguise for Africa, Alake urges leaders

[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.”
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https://www.propublica.org/article/homeland-security-crcl-civil-rights-immigration-border-patrol-trump-kristi-noem?utm_campaign=propublica-sprout&utm_content=1744599604&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter
https://www.publicnewsservice.org/2025-04-08/civic-engagement-and-voting/u-s-house-to-eye-bill-that-would-make-it-harder-to-register-to-vote/a96188-1
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/04/11/doj-blows-judges-deadline-for-revealing-plan-to-return-abrego-garcia-from-el-salvador-prison.html?taid=67f948b2747a8e0001abc210&utm_campaign=trueanthem&utm_content=main&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter
https://jacobin.com/2025/04/wfmu-radio-counterculture-spotify-punk/
https://thenationonlineng.net/take-u-s-tariffs-as-blessing-in-disguise-for-africa-alake-urges-leaders/
https://www.fishsandwichheaven.com/

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 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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