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Esther 7:1-6, 9-10; 9:20-22
Psalm 124
Numbers 11:4-6, 10-16, 24-29
Psalm 19:7-14
James 5:13-20
Mark 9:38-50
 

What links the texts this week? 

God’s deliverance is revealed to have quite a messy, complex nature in these texts. Instead of our 
rescue appearing instantaneous, we’re called to notice the courageous actors and risky power plays 
required to free those bound by ethos of greed and exploitation. Our Creator is a deliverer neverthe-
less, but Their liberative potency relies on our co-creative cooperation with Their statutes - more aptly, 
the daringly humble ways of the revolutionary lifestyle. 
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship

Everything is held in the Memory of God --
Our childhoods, our dearest connections, our deepest pain.

Everything is held in the Love of God --
That which feels broken beyond repair, that which is healing,
the hard-earned and gritty flourishing. 

Everyone is held in the Great Web of Connection --
Our thriving is bound up in one another’s.
Let us gather in the Spirit of Interdependence.

Opening Prayer

Living Christ, you protect young people fiercely. If we are young, may we feel deeply your delight in us just 
as we are. If we are no longer young, may we live in a way that honors our truest childhood self. Thank you 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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for the open-heartedness of children and the creative power of adolescents. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Beloveds, with systems of violence like vines at our feet, the Love of God remains steady within and around 
us. Let us participate in the Gospel story by loosening the hold of systems that trip us and by being Love to 
each other. Let us bring our offerings to God and each other that it may be so.

Prayer of Dedication 

God of Compassion and Courage, we dedicate our offering to work that honors young people -- young 
people who need access to healthcare including abortion and mental health care, young people who endure 
spiritual or religious violence, and young people who bear the emotional and physical brunt of climate 
collapse. May our collected funds manifest in liberation where they are needed the most and honor future 
generations. Amen.

Benediction

May you, child or child within, 
feel seen, heard, cherished, and celebrated.
May you go forth in childlike wonder,
infused with possibility and connected with play.
May we follow the path of the Living Christ --
co-creating a world where young ones
may live free from fear and full of delight.

 
 

SERMON PREP

Questions: 

•	 Which violences are your communities most likely to respond to? How can you be a part of shifting 
conversations around violence to condemning the systemic terrors that propagate interpersonal 
violence?

•	 Does your faith community, like Jesus, pose a threat to that which seeks to ensnare the vulnerable? 
How can your community become more threatening to injustice?

•	 What is your faith community’s relationship with local schools? What would it look like for your 
community to more intimately invest in children who spend much of their days institutionalized in 
school systems?
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Application

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

Cosmic - Jesus is often imagined as a sweet, loving, non-violent White man who walks around the desert in 
Birkenstocks. With his long hair and swishy tunic, he’s the kind of person who is non-threatening. Docile. Meek. 
Kind. Gentle. The shepherd. 

But in this passage, Jesus gives threats. Warnings, even. Like a big sibling on the playground defending  younger 
siblings, Jesus tells the crowd what will come to them if they are guilty of harming “one of these little ones.” 
Even more, he promises that it would “be better for you if a great millstone were hung around your neck and 
you were thrown into the sea.” 

Jesus Christ. That’s a lot, Jesus. 
But is it? 

In its own context, Jesus might have been speaking with the due amount of force. He was an ostracized, 
outcast, highly-visible and vulnerable anti-State organizer, healer and spiritual leader. He was not a Spiritual 
Advisor to the Emperor. He did not have a book on the New York Times bestsellers in religion. He did not 
have a blue-check on his Twitter, and he was not invited to the biggest national conferences on spirituality. He 
was an outsider. And as such, his commentary must be read as someone who is responding to violence; not 
someone who is initiating violence. 

Philosopher, professor, and activist Dr. Angela Davis attended to this very idea in an interview captured by the 
Black Power Mixtape documentary. Filmed in prison, she replies to an interviewer who asks her to make an 
account for violence done in the name of the Black Panthers. 

“You ask me whether I approve of violence? That just doesn’t make any sense at all. Whether I approve 
of guns? I grew up in Birmingham, Alabama. Some very, very good friends of mine were killed by bombs 
– bombs that were planted by racists. I remember, from the time I was very small, the sound of bombs 
exploding across the street and the house shaking … That’s why, when someone asks me about violence, 
I find it incredible because it means the person asking that question has absolutely no idea what Black 
people have gone through and experienced in this country from the time the first Black person was 
kidnapped from the shores of Africa.”

Where does violence begin? Does it begin with the looting, self-defense brigades, and angry retorts? Or does it 
begin with the offensive strike of slavery, lynching, police brutality? Where ought we aim our finger wags? At the 
destruction of property during protests? Or the deployment of hyper militarized police militias in residential 
areas? In Dr. Davis’ words, “that doesn’t make any sense at all.” 

Jesus is not being violent. Yet it still may be difficult to read these words in his voice. Someone who hangs a 
millstone around their neck and falls into the sea will most certainly die. Even more, Jesus tells people that if 
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your hand causes you to “stumble,” then “cut it off.” After all, it’s better for you to “enter life maimed than 
to have two hands and go to hell.” This sounds painful.  Jesus is responding to violence that has already been 
aimed at him and his people. Jesus is asking us to get to the base of sin. The bombs, the spiritual malice in 
treating entire classes of humans as servants, the violence of the prison system. If we look to the base, we 
might not be so quick to blame “the little ones” for their circumstances. 

Suffering begins somewhere. It is not just “a fact of life.” Deadly floods are more frequent because this is 
the consequence of mostly corporate and military waste (and yes, some consumer straws). Homelessness 
begins with phenomena like gentrification, criminalization, mass incarceration, and burdensome debt. But 
there are enough homes to house people. It’s important to mourn suffering. It is theologically responsible 
to track down the root of suffering, too. 

Do our theologies make room for the oppressed to desire full freedom? Even if it isn’t as tender and docile 
as Christian Supremacy teaches us? 

Upon reaching the other side of the sea, Miriam sings a song of jubilation. In Exodus 15, the writer 
describes “the prophet Miriam” who takes a tambourine with the other women and dances. She sings to 
them:
	 “Sing to the Lord for he has triumphed gloriously;
	 Horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.”

It is a perfectly valid and human reaction to rejoice when your worst nightmare is no longer able to hurt 
you. It might feel contradictory and even confusing. But it is reasonable that oppressed people rejoice when 
bullies are no longer a threat. 

Jesus is fluent in the scriptures and the history of his people. People who present themselves as stumbling 
blocks to the full liberation of all people will endure consequences, at least by Jesus’ own words. 
Consequences are not punishments. Consequences are responses that follow actions. 

Whether that means we stop streaming their music (as we should for Kanye West), or keep our mouths 
shut when they pass away and hope someone better will replace you(as many did for Justice Antonin 
Scalia), stumbling blocks ought to be remembered for the full humans they were. If you happened to be 
a human who suggested “slavery was a choice” or  Black people may be better off at “a less advanced 
school, a slower-track school where they do well” (as Kanye West and Justice Antonin Scalia are on record 
suggesting, respectively), you have to expect that people will judge your legacy by its own merit. 

Structural - Who are the little ones? The Greek word used here in this passage is “mikros,” where we get 
the prefix “micro” in English. Microwave, microscope, microphone. Funny enough, in these English words, 
these are all examples of small things becoming amplified. It’s not a description of the thing itself nor its 
value. Microwaves (small waves) energize water molecules in food to heat them up, microscopes use strong 
lenses to help human eyes see small objects, people speak into a microphone to amplify quieter sounds. 
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When you hear “mikros,” don’t just think about the smallness of a thing. Think about the ways we can amplify 
and witness that thing in a more accessible way. 

Mikros can refer to size, age, time, quantity, and even rank or influence. It is found elsewhere in Mark 4 to 
describe the smallness of the mustard seed. Small things can become powerful. Mustard seeds, though small, 
are easily spread because they are small. 

But let’s not get too metaphorical. Most of us think about children when we hear the phrase “little ones.” 
Children are a protected class in Jesus’ economy. He frequently speaks positively about children and 
prioritizes them in his healing work. 

Consider then the numbers of children who are being intentionally surrendered to the mathematical 
likelihood of contracting COVID-19 because adults with power have presented themselves as “stumbling 
blocks” to children. Yet there do not seem to be political consequences for those adults. There have been 
school board meetings where anti-maskers have protested for their right to not only infect other adults, but 
to assume that children will inevitably contract the deadly virus. 

CBS News reported during the first week of September that children made up 22% of weekly US cases as 
schools are opening up. There is no national plan to support the end of the pandemic. There are barely some 
virus mitigation measures, but overall, there is no consistent protocol for children in schools. Some schools 
are completely virtual, others are in a hybrid model, and others are fully in-person. Among those classes that 
are in person, there are some schools that mandate masks, some that mandate masks and testing in lieu of 
vaccines, and some that mandate tests, masks, and vaccines for everyone. 

Experts have noted that the numbers of child COVID-19 cases have increased nearly five-fold between 
August and September 2021. This is mainly thanks to the highly contagious nature of the Delta variant, the 
more aggressive cousin of the first few strains of Coronavirus. Moreover, young children are not eligible for 
the COVID-19 vaccines, which puts them and their families at risk as the new strains of the virus run about 
the nation. 

The Center for Disease Control, which has given contradicting information over the span of the pandemic, 
has recommended that schools prioritize “in-person learning.” They have also recommended indoor 
masking for all people regardless of vaccination status, as well as “three feet of physical distance” to reduce 
transmission risk. But in schools in under-resourced districts, especially those that serve students of color, 
these mitigating measures are insufficient. How does one maintain healthy ventilation if you have no windows? 

How can children eat if they have no outdoor space? How can students get the help they need if there are 
more school safety agents on-site than school nurses and guidance counselors? 
Jesus’ warning seems less like a threat and more like a statement of fact. The more we place stumbling blocks 
before the little ones, the closer we are to our own demise. 

Jesus has just come from a conversation with John and others who cry out, “Teacher, we saw someone 
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casting out demons in your name and we tried to stop him because he was not following us.” To this, Jesus 
replies “Do not stop him, for no one who does a deed of power in my name will be able soon afterward to 
speak evil of me. Whoever is not against us is for us.” In his own riddle-ridden way, he tells them, “whoever 
gives you a cup of water to drink because you bear the name of Christ will by no means lose the reward.” 
This same sentiment is expressed elsewhere in Matthew 10:42, where Jesus says “and whoever gives even 
a cup of cold water to one of these little ones in the name of a disciple—truly I tell you, none of these will 
lose their reward.” 

In Jesus’ view, we lose nothing when we offer human compassion to those among us, especially when they 
are “the little ones.” We do not lose anything, but it does cost something. Masks, proper ventilation, laptops 
for virtual schooling all cost something. And perhaps we may lose something sacred like the ability to see 
each other’s smiles and feel each other’s energy in person. But when we put the safety of the little ones 
first, we lose nothing. 

Interpersonal - Each of us, as different as we are, has one thing in common. We either are presently 
children, or were formerly children. When Jesus talks about “the little ones,” we can all claim access to this 
label. Each of us has a child who still lives inside of us. This child craves things and responds to external 
stimuli without our knowledge.  If we were often silenced as children, we may crave a listening ear as adults. 
If we were expected to perform perfectly in school and sports, we might exceptionally struggle with making 
mistakes as adults.  

 	 Jesus’ words in this passage are very absolute and quite frightening if not read with a lens towards 
liberation. What compassionate religious leader would ask people to cut off your hand if it “causes you 
to stumble?” Or cut off your foot because it is better to “enter life lame than to have two feet and to 
be thrown into hell?” If we as preachers and pastors engage this scripture, we must first recognize the 
inherent ableism in the premise. Jade T. Perry, co-founder of the Mystic Soul Conference, argues that “ability 
is constructed. Ability is temporary.” In a blog that combines the best parts of memoir, poetry, prose and 
scholarship she reflects:

“And one day it was easier to walk. Except if it gets too cold. Except if I have been standing too long. 
Except if I’m wearing flat shoes (very ill advised in my case). Except if I danced too hard. And if I wear 
the boot when I sleep. And when I hang my heels off the curb to stretch them before I continue 
walking. If I take off my shoes under my desk & roll my feet on a small, green tennis ball. If I wear my 
inserts. If I park close. And some days, it is easier to walk just because ability is temporary.”

Count the number of “if”s in this passage. Her point becomes even more clear; ability is temporary. If the 
pandemic has taught us nothing, it echoes what disability justice activists and writers have been saying for 
years-- it only takes a virus, a car accident, a workplace incident for anyone to shift from being “healthy and 
well” to disabled. Health and ability are fleeting. 
	
Perry quotes Susan Wendell, who argues we live in a society that: 
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“idealizes the body and demands that we control it. Thus, although most people will be disabled at some 
time in their lives, the disabled are made “the other,” who symbolize failure of control and the threat of 
pain, limitation, dependency, and death. If disabled people and their knowledge were fully integrated into 
society, everyone’s relation to [their] real body would be liberated.”

What is Jesus saying and doing, then, by relying on body-based metaphors? Perhaps scholar and founder of 
the National Black Women’s Justice Institute Dr. Monique Morris can help contextualize this idea of “cutting 
things off.” In a TedTalk delivered (with almost 1.9 million views!) in 2018, Dr. Morris argues for more 
compassionate ways of dealing with the trauma and struggles Black school-aged girls endure. 

“Schools that integrate the arts and sports into their curriculum or that are building out transformative 
programming, such as restorative justice, mindfulness and meditation, are providing an opportunity 
for girls to repair their relationships with others, but also with themselves. Responding to the lived, 
complex and historical trauma that our students face requires all of us who believe in the promise of 
children and adolescents to build relationships, learning materials, human and financial resources and 
other tools that provide children with an opportunity to heal, so that they can learn.”

To that end, Dr. Morris advocates for the removal of police officers and increase in school counselors, 
particularly in schools and districts that are predominantly Black. After all, in her words, “Education is 
freedom work.” 

Jesus invites us to “have salt in yourselves and be at peace with one another.” Given the global trend towards 
fascism and authoritarianism, peace may look like engaging in the “freedom work” in our own industries. 
We have to evaluate the life-giving and death-dealing practices we mimic and commit to tipping the scale 
towards life more and more. 

What power do you have available at your fingertips? What are the everyday ways you can practice “giving 
a cup of water” to someone in the name of Christ? What things are you prepared to lose on the way to 
chasing the “reward” of total community flourishing? What things, ideas, actors are you willing to “cut off” 
so that we might “enter life” well? Are there Earthly prizes (proximity to power, fame, wealth) that you are 
willing to sacrifice for liberation? 
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Words for inspiration:
	
Enjoy this comedic treasure of a tiktok by Ryan Ken imagining the absurdity and awkwardness resulting 
from a Biblical example of an adult endangering a child. May this inspire you to keep the little ones safe.

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Justice Department Sues Texas Over New Abortion Ban

‘Imminent Threat’ or Aid Worker: Did a U.S. Drone Strike in Afghanistan Kill the Wrong Person?

California Could Soon Require Free Menstrual Products In Public Schools

Mississippi teachers beg for help after more than 18,000 students catch COVID-19 in one month 

RAG HEAD: EXPLORING THE VIOLENCE PERPETRATED AGAINST SIKHS IN THE U.S.

[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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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.


