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Acts 11:1-18
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What links the texts this week?
 
It’s almost like the work of liberation is a group project. The end goal as portrayed in our texts is 
always a collective, diverse flourish of worshippers. All types of animals, people among them - all of 
creation comes together in jubilant expression. Our separations and divisions can wear away with 
no demand that we all be similar. The end goal is not about who isn’t present. Our texts most often 
accentuate the ways that the fellowship is expansive and pluralistic beyond our expectation. This is 
something we should look forward to. This is what we could work towards, with clarity regarding who 
holds the responsibility of initiating reconciliation.

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

Call to worship

Can’t you tell we are a pleading people?
Can’t you hear the groans of our hearts?
We suffer under the weight of “It doesn’t have to be this way!”
We cry out and violence seeks to control us on every side.
We yearn for all beings to have sustenance and life.
Receive our pleas—we are a yearning people!
Is that Your voice we hear amidst the weeping?
Are those Your feet beside us on this weary road?
Be near, Living God! 
Show up with the might of Your Fierce Love.

Opening Prayer

God With Us, the cruelness of the systems of the world make us weary. Many of us are trying 
merely to survive. Make meals with what we can afford, rest enough to meet the demands of the 
following day. Many of us are riddled with fear—how can we keep each other safe? Where can we 
rest as climates are fraying into chaos? We witness the suffering of the world and are overwhelmed.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing


Weep with us because mourning is a holy act. Rage with use, honing our anger into action. Moving emotion 
through our bodies, readying us for other experiences—surprising contentment, gentle peace, holy 
wonder—amidst it all. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

You have heard it before, and yes, friends, it is often true: action is the antidote to despair. Action as simple 
as a mindful breath, or as grand as changing your whole life. What actions are you called to today? We 
gather our resources today, aligning our actions with our soul’s longings.

Prayer of Dedication

Web of Life, undo within us the lie that we are alone. Weave us together. Amidst our differences, unite us 
towards liberation. Bless our offerings to the world we dream of. Co-create with us healing, tenderness, and 
care. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth—moving emotion through your body
attending to the needs of the day
connecting to those around you
aligning yourself with the task of liberation
even amidst sorrow, meeting the Holy in the everyday

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 How might your faith tradition become more accepting or celebratory of styles of prayer less common 
in your usual fait practice? How often do community members have opportunities to pray in diverse 
ways?

•	 Where might your faith community still be holding the onus of reconciliation? What are the biggest 
barriers to completing the reconciliation process, usually?

•	 Where do you draw from to find resilience when engaging a new challenge or discomfort? 
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Grey Oletsa (they/she).
 
Cosmic - Prayer is a spiritual practice that is prescribed in ways that often err on the side of rote repetition 
or fluid ranting. Of course, God doesn’t invite only prescribed forms of engagement or communication, but it 
is precisely the concept of a “right” way to pray that disheartens and disillusions people who long to enter into 
deeper relationship with Them. Peter’s practice of prayer takes on a range of possibilities: he enters a trance in 
which he experiences a vision through which he communicates with God and Their desire for a church formed 
through the active involvement of people who were not of Jewish descent.

Reverence is at the foundation of the desire to practice right relationship or recognition of our 
interdependence with God. Yet, this posture of heart is not supposed to contort into a perfectionistic method 
of handling spiritual realities. The comfort available to people who love God is that They do not despise the 
earnest invitation of a heart longing for closeness. Watch how Peter readily exercises his will in conversation 
with God. He says a wholehearted No! to the animals presented to him for food. Peter doesn’t shy away from 
letting God know the truth of his discomfort.

It is important to recognize that God isn’t speaking in literal or material terms when They invite Peter to kill 
and eat the animals. It is possible to understand the meaning of the vision Peter experiences without leaning 
into antiSemitic interpretations or setting a skewed cultural lens that seeks to homogenize what is unique. 
Similarly to the account in Ezekiel 14 where the prophet wrestles against God’s instructions, it is likely that 
Peter still observes the sacred rites of Jewish culture while also recognizing the vital place of people from 
other cultures within the faith.  

When we’ve been exposed to oppressive theology, reverence and fear can become blurred. When this happens, 
it can create distance between us and God. Fear is a necessary emotion to navigate the world. It allows us 
to recognize when our boundaries are being crossed or when we’ve been conditioned to look at the world 
in ways that hold us back from our full humanity. When Peter refuses to partake in the processing of the 
unclean animals for food, fear is telling him that this action could alienate him not only from his vital spiritual 
connection with God, but also from the people to and for whom he feels responsible.

Returning to the truth that there is no “right” way to pray, there is no “right” way to dispel fear and fully 
engage reverence as if the two are entirely distinct. Taking steps in faith results in consequences, real impact. 
Peter has no full confirmation in his heart even after his vision. By following his intuition and the nudge of 
Spirit in the direction of the people who approach him, Peter is able to reach beyond the threshold of fear and 
establish a rapport with the outsiders, to claim them as brethren.

The experience of sacred community, not defined by lineage, but instead by a shared desire to build kinship 
in Christ, only becomes possible when we follow God on that tightrope that is fear and reverence. They are 
looking to shift our relationship with one another towards the aim of a further liberated collective, diverse in 
culture and sacred. 

https://tricycle.org/article/right-relationship/
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Structural - Speaking on Matthew 5:21-24, Wilda C. Gafney says, “Jesus’s description of reconciliation 
puts the onus on the one who knows someone has something against them, the one who wronged or 
is accused of wrong, rather than the one who has been done wrong. This can be read as a disruption of 
a power curve: It is not up to a victim to demand justice, nor should it be, rather the moral imperative 
belongs to the one accused of wrong.” Similarly in Acts, when Peter receives his vision, it is an incomplete 
revelation until he takes a step to meet with people with whom he would not freely interact with before. 
God communicates with both the culturally centered and the culturally peripheral in this scenario, inviting 
them into the practice of emergent restructuring. 

Not only is Peter’s revelation incomplete without his own participation and curiosity into the new way God 
longs for him to relate to the Gentiles, the lived experience of these marginalized people is what solidly 
affirms that the shift is taking place. Peter actively honors their testimony by sharing it with the people 
at Jerusalem. He takes upon himself the responsibility of sharing the truth of what he has heard from the 
Gentiles and acting on it as a relevant and necessary piece of information. As one of the Apostles, Peter’s 
position of power within the early church is intentionally displaced when he says he believes the lived 
experience of the Gentiles.

Later in the same section, Gafney writes, “Unfortunately, this is not the paradigm the church uses in 
responding to those whom it has injured, particularly marginalized communities: LGBTQI persons, black 
women and men and other persons of color, women of all races and ethnicities.” It has become common 
within church spaces to respond in the offensive, even or especially when church leadership and members 
are at fault. This power dynamic extends far beyond the institution of the church; it informs the church 
as much as it is informed by the church. Thus, even when people deconstruct, these dynamics can remain 
unnoticed, especially when one begins to experience community in places far removed from the church.

Peter’s experience in Acts is unique because it requires movement through discomfort, both as one who is 
a powerful figure within the church and as a person experiencing the violent effects of Roman imperialism. 
The Gentiles receive Peter with honor, yet his presence in their midst could be a painful reminder of 
the tensions between them. Peter recognizes the work of Spirit in their lives and he affirms their place 
in the church even with the cultural divergence in mind. Within modern day church spaces, the rules of 
engagement are often clear and strictly upheld. What happens when people abandon their need for comfort 
and pursue a path towards liberation?

The perspectives of the oppressed and the marginalized center our movements in crucial ways. Sometimes, 
we are the people who have experienced marginalization, cautiously navigating a tenuous dynamic with 
people settled in institutions which cause us pain. Other times, we are the privileged party, recognizing our 
part in the oppression of others. When we are willing to recognize one another, both within and beyond 
sociopolitical contexts, then we are made witnesses to the powerful intention of God in the moment. And 
perhaps, this witness equips our courageous involvement in the work of reconciliation.
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Interpersonal - The transformation we experience in our lives is interspersed with daily living, the 
mundane responsibilities of life and seasons which can feel monotonous. Peter was engaged in the regular 
practice of prayer when he experienced this vision. And when he has his encounter with the Gentiles, 
the Apostle is reminded of the baptism of Spirit. Even as we experience the ordinary, there are life-giving 
realizations that find us along this journey. Within this account, we are reminded that both the routine and 
the spectacular are components of a wholesome life.

People love a good story. We’ve grown accustomed to stories that follow some kind of template. But, life is 
full of clunky stories. No inciting incident. No neat climax or resolution. The stories of our lives can often 
lack that special something we imagine makes a story worth sharing. I imagine this is why social media is so 
captivating: the platforms are abundant in moving, complex and satisfying narratives. Even the messiest edit or 
statement has a sense of completeness once you get to the end of the post or the video clip.

The patience required to live into the story of our lives is itself a work-in-progress. Peter obviously doesn’t 
agree to eat the animals presented to him, yet his vision involves a triple repetition of the process. It seems to 
me that this is a reiteration that the work of loving that which we have been taught to despise about others 
and ourselves is going to be a nonlinear practice. Often when the way we feel about certain things, people 
and places presents a recurring challenge, there is a deeper shift allowing us to offer greater compassion to 
all who need it.

In Undrowned: Black Feminist Lessons from Marine Mammals, Alexis Pauline Gumbs speaks about the harbor 
seal who slows down her heart before she takes a plunge into the deep sea. For the harbor seal, this is 
an ordinary event. When we become cognizant of the fact that our everyday experiences and our gradual 
becoming unfolds at a pace that can’t be corralled in by clock time, then we can accept that slowing down 
and being present with the season of life that we’re flowing through is necessary. Even the steps that seem 
unnecessary become a part of the sacred practice of loving where we’re at.

Peter eventually remembers that the baptism of Spirit would be distinct from John’s baptism. When he revisits 
what he knows about the love of God and the new experiences this love would inspire, then Peter’s kinship 
with the Gentiles moves beyond the realm of possibility into reality. Gumbs says, “And I can live this whole 
life from my heart. Despite all my impatience and my fear. I can know my heart, like love knows you.”

If we can settle into our hearts, into the events that inform who we are, and the realities longing to be 
remembered, then we could find that we have the resilience to see our lives unfold. When we exercise the 
range of this resilience, it impacts not only our relationship with the world around us, but also the world 
within. When we can be patient with the progress of our lives, this ability extends into the ways we practice 
political resistance and societal transformation.
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Words for inspiration

Consider the poem “A Girl Who Didn’t Stop” by Erin Hanson

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

DOGE Is Obliterating American Industry

Utopian Dreamers Founded This Alabama City. Now, a Fight Over Books Is Dividing It.

Conclaves have internal dynamics. Here is why this year’s is most like 1958’s.

Pope’s final wish: his car to become a mobile clinic for Gaza’s children

ICJ dismisses Sudan’s case accusing UAE of complicity in genocide

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

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.
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https://hellopoetry.com/poem/1867042/a-girl-who-didnt-stop/
https://prospect.org/environment/2025-05-05-doge-obliterating-american-industry/
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/05/04/us/fairhope-alabama-books-libraries.html?unlocked_article_code=1.E08.22rw.v0DrEn3WVWQu&smid=url-share
https://www.ncronline.org/opinion/ncr-voices/conclaves-have-internal-dynamics-here-why-years-most-1958s
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20250505-popes-final-wish-his-car-to-become-a-mobile-clinic-for-gazas-children/
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/icj-dismisses-sudans-case-accusing-uae-complicity-genocide?utm_source=twitter&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=Social_Traffic&utm_content=ap_95ydyapiyt
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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 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 @mjbolton.

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.


