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April 14, 2019 

Worship Theme: Scandal 

Palm Sunday 

 

Call to Worship:  

Our worship theme this month is Scandal. A scandal fragments 

our attempt to believe that we know everything about something 

or someone. It forces us to admit that we cannot control the 

world or each other, and we can never fully understand all we 

see. Scandal reminds us that we cannot contain or control the 

world. Scandal disrupts our expectations of a good explanation, 

and shows us there is always more to be revealed. Revelation is 

continuous.  

Today I’ll try to embody a bit of Scandal by being a minister 

talking about sex in church, on Palm Sunday no less. In honor of 

the erotic power of the body, a scandal that Jesus embraced, I 

call us to worship with these words by Rev. Maren Tirabassi: 

The complaint was made 

that Jesus did not wash his hands often enough, 

and probably that was true. 

He was busy enjoying his food, 

washing other people’s feet, 

and, in an action  

that would gross out 

even middle school boys, 

he spat on his hands 
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and touched the tongue 

of a person who could not get words out. 

There is another tradition, 

better exemplified by Pontius Pilate, 

that is easier for us to follow. 

We wash our hands 

of care for our children’s earth, 

protection of endangered species, 

justice for trans folk, 

safety for women in the workplace, 

care for elders that costs 

too much money and tenderness. 

Jesus was not a Purell  

kind of savior. 

Being honest, he pointed out 

the intestinal jeopardy 

of dirty hands, 

but also that what comes out 

of a person’s heart, mouth, and life 

is what is likely to make 

any of us 

the spitting image of God. 

 

Let us unite our bodies and minds and spirits, and let us worship 

together.  
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Reading: Selections from the Song of Songs as translated by 

Ariel and Chana Bloch. (The title “Song of Solomon” was added 

later—perhaps to make the content more acceptable into the 

canon.) There are four voices in the Song of Songs, and it is 

very hard to hear those different voices when you are just 

reading the Bible normally…as you do so often, am I right? But 

this translation helpfully gives different fonts to the voices: and 

so we can see the dialogue between the young woman and her 

lover, and the words of the young woman’s brothers and her 

sisters and friends. Here is an excerpt of the Song of Songs just 

of the young woman’s voice. 

 
1:1-6 

Kiss me, make me drunk with your kisses! 

Your sweet loving is better than wine. 

You are fragrant, you are myrrh and aloes. 

All the young women want you. 

Take me by the hand, let us run together! 

My lover, my king, has brought me into his chambers. 

We will laugh, you and I, and count each kiss,  

Better than wine. 

Every one of them wants you.  

 

I am dark, daughters of Jerusalem, and I am beautiful! 

Dark as the tents of Kedar, lavish as Solomon’s tapestries. 

Do not see me only as dark: 
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The sun has stared at me. 
 

2:1, 3-6, 16 

I am the rose of Sharon, the wild lily of the valleys. 

And my beloved among the young men is a branching apricot 

tree in the wood. 

In that shade I have often lingered, tasting the fruit. 

Now he has brought me to the house of wine and his flag over 

me is love. 

Let me lie among vine blossoms, in a bed of apricots! 

I am in the fever of love. 

His left hand beneath my head, his right arm holding me close. 

My beloved is mine and I am his. 

He feasts in a field of lilies. 

8:10 

I am a wall and my breasts are towers. 

But for my lover I am a city of peace. 

 
Anthem: “Crucify” by Tori Amos 

Every finger in the room is pointing at me 
I want to spit in their faces then I get afraid of what that could 

bring 

I got a bowling ball in my stomach I got a desert in my mouth 
Figures that my courage would choose to sell out now 

I’ve been looking for a savior in these dirty streets 

Looking for a savior beneath these dirty sheets 

I’ve been raising up my hands  

Drive another nail in just what god needs one more victim 

Why do we crucify ourselves  
Every day 

I crucify myself 

Nothing I do is good enough for you 
Crucify myself 

Every day 

And my heart is sick of being in chains 
Got a kick for a dog beggin’ for love 

I gotta have my suffering so that I can have my cross 

I know a cat named Easter he says 
Will you ever learn you’re just an empty cage girl 

If you kill the bird 

I’ve been looking for a savior... 

Looking for a savior... 

I’ve been raising up my hands... 

Got enough guilt to start my own religion 
Please be save me 

I cry 

Why do we...
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Sermon: Shameless 
 

I’m amazed that song came out 27 years ago. 

 

About three thousand years ago, give or take a few hundred 

years, this song came out, another young woman sang: 

“I am in the fever of love. 

My beloved is mine and I am his. 

…For my lover I am a city of peace.” 

 

I’ve had Bodies as a worship theme before, but I didn’t go in an 

explicitly sexual direction. Although I suppose explicit sex is not 

really the direction most church services go in.  

 

I have a friend who preached a sermon titled “Good Sex.” Her 

church hs a signboard on the road where they can post sermon 

titles each week. Her office administrator got several calls from 

concerned passers-by letting them know that someone must have 

vandalized their sign!  

 

The early humans who wrote the Song of Songs knew sex as a 

joyful, delicious pleasure, a pleasure which humans have always 

loved describing. And it is so true, so real, that somehow despite 

its scandalous nature it became Biblical canon.  

But in becoming canon, male religious leaders took over her 

song, retitled it, edited it, removed her ownership,  
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and called it the Song of Solomon.  

Now it was a song by a mighty king,  

not by a young woman of no royal background.  

And these male religious leaders over the centuries decided 

there was only one acceptable way to interpret this song:  

as religious allegory.  

Rabbinic commentary said it was a song about God’s love for 

Israel.  

Christian leaders said it was a song about Jesus’s love of the 

church. 

 

I wonder if people who think the Bible is the literal word of God 

have trouble with this one.  

Is the Bible the literal word of God, no metaphors or 

abstractions allowed,  

right up until the point when it starts to describe a young 

woman’s sexual awakening and delight in her body,  

and ownership of her body, then it becomes a metaphor?  

 

The story of Palm Sunday starts with triumph and ends with 

failure and despair, but in the middle is the Jesus version of a 

sex scandal.  

Jesus rides into the city, with followers calling Hosanna all 

around him. His body is lifted up on a steed, instead of walking 

as usual. He’s fanned with palm leaves, bringing a breeze to his 

hot dusty skin, burning in the Middle East sunshine. I wonder if 
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he felt exhilarated, breathing deeply, skin tingling with 

excitement and nervousness about the week to come. 

This sexy scandal happens in the middle of Holy Week.  

It’s in all four gospels, which tells us  

something like this probably did happen, though of course  

each gospel tells the story in a slightly different way.  

(Again, that whole literal interpretation thing, I really don’t get 

how people manage it.)  

Jesus is at a home, in one story it is a friend, in another version it 

is a Pharisee’s home, etc—basically he is in someone’s house 

for a dinner party. A woman comes in. In one story she is the 

sister of a friend, in another a total stranger, in another she is a 

known sinner.  

She has with her a jar of very expensive perfumed oil—so 

expensive it would cost a year’s wages for an average worker.  

 

In some of the gospels she rubs the perfumed oil onto Jesus’s 

head, in the others she rubs the perfumed oil into his feet.  

His sacred head, soon wounded.  

His feet, dirty, calloused and damaged from his life of being a 

traveling teacher.  

In some versions, her tears mix with the oil: pleasure and sorrow 

all in one. She kisses his feet. Does she kiss his face?  

Having no cloth to wipe the oil, she uses her own hair.  

Her body and his body come together in a beautiful, intimate, 

unusual, sensual act.  



 8 

Imagine all the senses alive in this moment:  

The touch of her hands. The scent of the oil.  

The food from the meal still on his tongue.  

All eyes taking in her silent offering.  

The hushed sound of touch, the slightly less hushed sound of 

scandalized gossiping around them.  

 

Because that is the one thing each gospel makes sure to include 

in this story:  

The other people at this dinner party are scandalized.  

They see their sacred teacher Jesus enjoying this luxurious 

physical pleasure.  

They chastise him, either passive aggressively muttering to each 

other or aggressively calling him out, for enjoying such a 

fleshly, worldly gift.  

Jesus, though, he chastises them right back.  

“Leave her alone!” he snaps.  

“She has done a beautiful thing to me.”  

He reminds them that he will die one day.  

Reading the story now, we know his death is imminent,  

and so did the writers of the gospels.  

Jesus says,  

“Why are you bothering this woman? When she poured this 

perfume on my body, she did it to prepare me for burial.”  
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Jesus always has to bring even the best, sexiest stuff right back 

to the heart of the matter: we humans are mortal.  

We will die. He will die.  

Our mortal bodies are born to receive and give pleasure in this 

short time we have them. Welcome, true, joyous pleasure is a 

holy gift. 

 

Imagine you are this woman.  

You have seen this teacher preach outside the Temple, and he 

seemed to be speaking directly to you.  

You felt he could see into your soul and know who you are, all 

that you have done, all that you have left undone, and still, still, 

he would call you Beloved.  

In a city of hardship, suffering, and sin, he is a city of peace and 

his doors are open to all. 

You use everything you have to buy a gift for him,  

the one thing you think he doesn’t have,  

a luxury he would never give to himself. 

And you walk in uninvited to this respectable dinner party. 

 

Every finger in the room is pointing at you. 

You want to spit in their faces but you’re afraid of what that 

could bring. 

You got a bowling ball in your stomach,  

you got a desert in your mouth. 
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But your courage couldn’t sell out now. 

And you give this Holy teacher something no one else has been 

brave enough to give. 

 

You offer touch and pleasure and scent.  

A pure and holy and carnal and intimate offering. 

Your heart was sick of being in chains. And now you are free. 

 

And this cat named Easter, or Jesus,  

he looks down into your eyes and lifts you to your feet,  

his left hand gently beneath your head,  

his right arm holding you close, 

and he says,  

“You’re just an empty cage girl, if you kill the bird.  

Fly, Beloved.  

Fly, my dove.  

You are a Rose of Sharon, a lily of the valley,  

and in you God is well pleased.” 

 

And as the fight erupts around him, as the people at the party 

start to yell at him, and he starts to yell back,  

you slip out the front door, elated, puffy-eyed, hands glistening, 

smelling like expensive perfume and rebellion.  

Ready for the Walk of Shamelessness. 

 

Holy Week: Who knew it was so sexy.  
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The Greek root of scandal—skandalon—means a stumbling 

block or stone.  

Scandals are stones on our path towards accepting and loving 

our bodies, allowing our bodies to be what they are: vulnerable, 

carnal, craving closeness and connection.  

That is, as Jesus said, a beautiful thing.  

 

I always find it interesting when popular psychology grapples 

with the great spiritual question of how we can create happiness 

in our lives. And recently the Atlantic magazine1 analyzed some 

studies that discovered happiness is demonstrably correlated 

with these four things: 

1) regular churchgoing 

2) good friends 

3) good marriage 

4) good sex! 

 

Now, three of those things take time, you can’t snap your fingers 

and make them happen. But number one you can!  

And who knows, maybe number one can lead to connections 

and relationships and self-care that help the other three happen. 

And given that our religion is the creator of the sex ed 

curriculum we call “Our Whole Lives” or OWL, available for a 

                                                 
1 https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/04/happiness-recession-causing-sex-

depression/586405/, and summarized so succinctly on Facebook by Rev. Molly Phinney 

Baskette. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/04/happiness-recession-causing-sex-depression/586405/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/04/happiness-recession-causing-sex-depression/586405/
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spectrum of ages from elementary school through adulthood, 

good sex can actually be a spiritual practice.  

 

In Nadia Bolz Weber’s new book, Shameless, she asks people at 

church and on social media this question: What words or images 

would you use to describe a profound spiritual experience 

you’ve had? 2 

I asked the same question on Facebook a few days ago.  

 

Here are some of the responses she and I received, mixed 

together: 
 

That which is beyond expectations. 

That which brought a freedom from something (like fear or 

shame).  

Support—even if it was uncomfortable, there was still 

something holding us.  

That which brings us both deeper into ourselves and lets us be 

outside of our selves at the same time 

Amazed and confused. Then grateful. 

Warm. Unclenched shoulders. And then completely terrifying 

and bewildering and embarrassing as soon as I step out of the 

stillness and try to understand what happened.  

Home: being welcomed into a space that means I don’t need to 

make or do anything, but I can just be who I am at this moment 
                                                 
2 Shameless, pages 164, 172 
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Feeling deeply clean. 

Overwhelming, tearful, burden-lifting, joy. 

No words….just the feeling of a great opening and inner 

spaciousness. 

Breaking dawn (over a newly stilled sea after a storm) 

Intense joy and warmth. 

Deep connection and a sense that each and every person is held 

in love as I am. 

Awe and gratitude, usually accompanied by a sense of 

something clearing, opening, or clarifying within and around 

me, like the air has just fallen apart and a long, bright bell tone 

has pierced through. As often as not, it will be promptly 

followed by a flood of grateful and slightly overwhelmed tears, 

especially if the moment is healing. 

Oneness. Part of creation. 

Flow. 

Remembering who I truly am. 

Totality. A space where there is nothing else. 

Being profoundly aware of the life pulsating all around me… 

My senses on overload with the colors and the sounds that 

surround me from all directions. 

Union. Boundaries and molecules dissolving... 
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Sounds like the kind of sex I’d like to be having.3 

 

Sounds like the kind of sensual, spiritual, sexual, holy pleasure I 

hope you are seeking, and I pray that you are finding. 

 

May your body be a city of peace. 

May you know yourself to be a Rose of Sharon, a lily, a ripe 

apricot, a dove flying high, uncaged. 

May you rest in God’s love the way your body floats on water, 

God’s left hand beneath your head,  

God’s right arm holding you close,  

and may you know yourself Beloved. 

Amen. 
 

 

 

                                                 
3 Shameless, page 164 


