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Jeremiah 2:4-13

Psalm 81:1, 10-16
Sirach 10:12-18
Proverbs 25:6-7

Psalm 112

Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16
Luke 14:1, 7-14

What links the texts this week?

While we may sometimes find it necessary to shed problematic personifications of our Creator from
the text, we can still find salvific value in a deliverer who is not indifferent to the synthetic violences
of caste. Divine hostility, even in some of these disconcerting portrayals, is reserved for the powerful
who uphold, enforce, and reproduce the brutality of domination. So we are wise to lower ourselves in
solidarity with those forced to the bottom lest we are among God’s accused.

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

Call to worship

Come, let us ground ourselves in the sacred wonder of this ordinary day,
for the Holy infuses all of our lives.

Let us gather together expectantly,
for the Living God sets the table for all Her Beloveds.

Let us rejoice,
for Love is not earned but freely given.

Our birthright is Belonging,
Let us welcome one another in.

Opening Prayer

Creating One, you welcome us to the path of healing and invite us to the ways of radical love. We desire
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to mirror your compassion while at the same time honoring our own wellbeing. Grant us wisdom to hold
boundaries that support our thriving, that we may be hemmed in from relationship dynamics that cause
us harm. May we feel the balance of what is ours to do and what is ours to release into your Mysterious
Peace. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

American Civil Rights champion, Fannie Lou Hammer, famously said, nobody’s free until everybody’s free.
We collect our shared resources so that, together, all beings may experience their birthright of freedom.
Freedom to live in safety, with bodily agency, and with dignity. Freedom to rest, to make amends, and to
experience beauty. Let us bring forth our gifts, that it may be so.

Prayer of Dedication

Wisdom of Christ, bless our gifts of money, time, and skills to the flouishishing of your people. For we
desire a world where nothing is hoarded and abundance abounds, that all may live in the rich landscape of
freedom and belonging. Amen.

Benediction

The Living Christ has shown us this example:
In mutuality, we find freedom.

In sharing, we find abundance.

In welcoming, we find our own belonging.
Go with God who goes with us.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  Who most often attends the banquets (or similar gatherings) held by your faith community? What is
their most common class or social standing? How could you make your ministry more accessible and
hospitable to victims of greed, ableism, queerphobia, etc.

* If economic class in the United States was flipped along the proverbial x axis, where would you land?
What about if the economic standing of the entire global population was flipped? What about your
faith institution?

*  What actions can your spiritual community take to set things right-side-up? Do you need to take up
more or less space?!
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Min. Candace Simpson (she/her).

Cosmic - Lectionary passages are funky because someone decided which verses are important to include and
which ones are important to skip over. Those who crafted the lectionary schedule chose to include the first
verse of this passage, then skip to the seventh verse. Why not start at the seventh verse? What’s so important
about the first verse?

The first verse establishes the “who,” what” and “when” of this speech. Jesus is going to the house of a leader
of the faith community. Some scholars even argue that Jesus was a Pharisee himself, or at least was part of
the community enough to engage in debate. The Anti-Semitic dogwhistle of making “Pharisee” shorthand for
anything that feels hypocritical can plague even those who would describe themselves as progressive. Hyam
Maccoby argues,

“The New Testament has put into the mouth of Jesus blistering denunciations of the Pharisees as
hypocrites and heartless legalists, so that in the whole of the Western world, Christian and post-
Christian, it has become almost impossible to say with any hope of plausibility that Jesus himself was a
Pharisee. Yet there is much evidence pointing in this direction.”

In fact, Proverbs 25:6-7 tells us, “Do not put yourself forward in the king’s presence or stand in the place of
the great, for it is better to be told, ‘Come up here, than to be put lower in the presence of a noble.”

Jesus is only repeating the things that his people already heard before.

It matters, then, that we imagine that Jesus is talking to his own people. His own elders. Those of us who
engage in critical, progressive internal church-change work can empathize. When you engage, for example, an
anti-racist, queer-affirming, sex-positive, trans-inclusive, anti-capitalist politic while serving in your own faith
community, people may quickly read your work as “foreign.” Or even as “breaking away from tradition.”

But so many of us remain because this is how we practice our faith, even within deeply broken communities
and institutions. Many of us are called to this sort of hermeneutic because our own ancestors had similar
questions. Not everything critical is novel. It can be argued that Jesus is trying to reason with his own people
and help them see the limits of the way they practice their faith. And every faith tradition needs someone to
help them do that. Including Christianity.

Perhaps especially.

So what is a blessing? Where does one get a “blessing?” Who is worthy of one? What makes a blessing in the
first place? In his own special way, Jesus subverts what a blessing is, and more importantly, who can give you a
blessing. Earlier in Luke, Mary says in her protest song, “Blessed is she that believed.” Later in Luke, Jesus says,
“Blessed are the poor, for yours is the kingdom of God” and “Blessed are ye that hunger now, for they will be
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filled.”

In these examples, the “blessing” seems to show up in strange moments. Mary reflects on the disorienting
news of her pregnancy after visiting her relative Elizabeth. During that time, she says, “Blessed is she that
believed.” We have no evidence that Mary is excited about being pregnant until she spends time with
Elizabeth. She is, quite understandably, confused about how any of this is going to work. Jesus himself
uses the word “blessing” to describe the condition of those who are “poor” and “hungry.” Jesus says

that inviting the forgotten to the fancy dinner is what will bless us. Given all the ways we imagine what a
blessing is, it doesn’t make sense.

It appears, then, that blessings are not neatly wrapped in packages and stuffed under the Christmas

tree. Blessings help us reimagine the world that we live in. It is a gift to reimagine our society. The word
“blessing” has come to evolve over time, with many people associating “blessing” with “a thing that is
good.” But it seems to mean, at least in other ways it is used throughout the text, “a thing that changes us
for the better.”

In her timely novel Parable of the Sower written in 1993, Octavia Butler speaks through the voice of a young
Black girl named Lauren Olamina. Lauren has decided that her father’s Baptist faith, while useful in some
ways, simply doesn’t speak to her experience anymore. She comes to create her own belief system called
Earthseed. In one of the verses she argues,

“All that you touch, you change. All that you change, changes you. The only lasting truth is change. ... As
wind, as water, as fire, as life, God is change.”

What if every time we read the word “blessed,” we substituted it for “change?”

But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, [the oppressed, and the disabled]. And you will be changed
because they cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous. If we believe that
Blessings are experiences that change us, then we might read this passage with a bit more clarity. What
kind of people would we be if it were our instinct to have banquets where the vulnerable were the guests
of honor?

It may mean that the building where the banquet is held has to be more than just ADA compliant. It may
mean that we have to include COVID-friendly protocols, including testing and masking guidelines. Or that
we have ASL interpreters. Or that the banquet is an at-home event where people get vouchers to order
their own food that meets their dietary needs. Our world can be changed by the people we choose to put
first.

Structural - Jesus has a specific conversation about hierarchies with his own people. He wants to have
a discussion about events and guest lists. The first bit of advice is to follow the direction of the host. To be
safe, when at a wedding banquet, choose the lowest seat. That way, you won’t feel embarrassed if you
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choose the highest seat and are asked to move. Even more, if you choose the lowest seat, it’ll feel really
good to be invited to “move up higher.” Jesus uses these examples to make his ultimate point, that those
who “exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”

Remembering Mary, this advice is family-wisdom. After all, in Mary’s protest song The Magnificat (Luke 1:46-
55), she says something similar:

“He has brought down the powerful from their thrones
and lifted up the lowly;

he has filled the hungry with good things
and sent the rich away empty.”

Or, as the prophet says in Isaiah 40:4—

“Every valley shall be exalted, and every mountain and hill shall be made low: and the crooked shall be made
straight, and the rough places plain.”

There is something powerful and world-shaking about things being sent to their extreme opposite. You're
telling us, the hungry will be filled with good things? The rich will be sent away empty? Those who exalt
themselves will be humbled? The humbled will be exalted? The valleys exalted? The mountains made low?
What kind of world is this?

It’s not just Jesus’ imagination that considers this sort of upside-down world-shaking. In 1971, Civil rights
activist Fannie Lou Hamer said, “But you see now, baby, whether you have a Ph.D., D.D., or no D, we’re

in this bag together. And whether you’re from Morehouse or Nohouse, we're still in this bag together.”
Given the breadth of her work and the precision of her critique, readers can rest assured that she was not
flattening the experiences of people. Instead, she was naming the ways we are all connected.

Our outcomes are tied up together. Mary knew that you could not have the “hungry filled with good things”
if the next line did not describe a universe where “the rich [were] sent away empty.” These two ideas
depend upon each other. In order for the hungry to be filled with good things, the rich must be sent away. In
order for the exalted to be humbled, the humbled must be exalted. These are not separate ideas in distinct
universes. They depend on each other to become true.

There are two ways to think about the current economic crisis. We can either wonder, “where are all the
billionaires to help donate some funds?” Or we can say, “the billionaires have their money because of mass
theft and greed.” The only way that Jeff Bezos, for example, can be as rich is by distorting the word of God.
Instead, the exalted are exalted. The humbled are humbled. The rich get richer. The poor get poorer. The
hungry are sent away empty, and the rich are filled with good things. This is not God’s economy.

Though Jesus seems to speak in riddles, it seems to be the only way to balance the equation of inequality.
We cannot keep doing what we are doing and expect that justice shows up.
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The humble shall be exalted, and the exalted shall be humbled.

This is the very rationale behind the Child Tax Credit. According to the Children’s Defense Fund,

this policy provided many U.S. American families with monthly payments of up to $300 per child. But
eventually, the credit was allowed to expire due to government budgetary decisions. CDF’s President and
CEO Rev. Dr. Starsky Wilson lamented,

“In the absence of monthly payments, which reached 61.3 million children in November, the
unprecedented reduction in child poverty achieved by the CTC in 2021 will evaporate. Nearly 10
million children are at risk of slipping back below the poverty line or deeper into poverty, with
poverty rates projected to rise disproportionately for Black, Latino, and Indigenous children. For
these children and their parents, the loss of the CTC means the loss of basic security and the peace of
mind that comes with it.”

Multiple studies have shown that the monthly payments made a major difference to reduce child poverty
and hunger. But rather than make this policy permanent, we invested in war, weapons and destruction.

It seems like the scripture is being twisted again.
The exalted shall be exalted. The humble shall be humbled.

Interpersonal - In one of her earliest hits, Tightrope, Janelle Monae describes what it takes to make it
through the highs and lows of life.

In a 2010 interview with Blues and Soul, Monae reflected that,

“Tightrope’ is basically dealing with how in life it’s important to keep your balance and not get too
high or low about things during the time when you’re either being praised or being criticized. Which
is something that, as artists, Big Boi and | could both relate to, because there are so many peaks and
dips along the journey of just being an artist on the road to success. So we both felt it was important
to kinda help those everyday working people who are constantly dealing with life’s obstacles, by giving
them like a tutorial on how to deal with issues face-on.”

Throughout our human experience, we will feel high highs and low lows. And there may be pressures (or
incentives) to feel that we are entitled to spaces that we are not yet deserving of. There may be times
that we do not yet feel ready for something, but someone in our community recommends us for the
opportunity because they believe in us. The key is in creating relationships and dynamics where we can be
tenderly honest with each other and ourselves.

Jesus is clear that there are times when people think more highly of themselves than they ought. You may
know someone like this. Someone who always has to reference how many followers they have, someone
who is always citing their own ideas, someone who loves to hear themselves speak. There are people who
get a grand amount of value by external metrics.
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But then again, Jesus also knows that there are people among us who are likely to “hide our lamp under
a bushel.” These are people who have an amplified sound of the “cop in the head,” as Agosto Boal might
argue. In his words, this is part of a

“General concept within the framework of the theater of the oppressed [and] concerns those
oppressions that have been internalized... There are many people who dare not participate in a strike
or other political actions. Why? Because they have cops in their heads. They have internalized their
oppressions. The cops are in their heads, but the headquarters of these cops are in the external reality.
It is necessary to locate both the cops and their headquarters.”

Whether we act like we are entitled or act like we are undeserving, Jesus insists that we have a
responsibility to set things right side up. For example, in some community education circles, facilitators will
encourage participants to “step up, step back.” In a workshop or class, we are invited to self-reflect on how
we are showing up. Are we talking a lot, either in frequency of comments or in the number of minutes?
Maybe we can be invited to silent reflection in a journal. Our thoughts are important, and we should make
room for other people to talk, too. Are we hiding? Are there ways we can push ourselves to speak up
more! Maybe we need a little time to write our thoughts down, or it’s easier for us to share after having
practiced with a partner. In either situation, the room can come to homeostasis if we are supported. Just
because the world is “the way that it is,” doesn’t mean that we accept it as it is.

We may feel tempted to go along with certain dynamics because that’s what feels “instinctual.” But as we’ve
learned through our journey together at enfleshed, what often looks “instinctual” is the result of years,
decades, millennia of hegemonic social programming. While one interaction at a time will not undo the
weight of this social programming, cultivating a curiosity about why we do what we do can be meaningful.
Jesus asks us to think differently about our social norms together. He tells the group gathered that we
should all think differently about where we sit or who we invite. This is not an invitation to one person at

a time. All of us have a responsibility to think differently about our shared community. We can hold each
other accountable as we struggle towards building it together.

Words for inspiration:

Listen to “Tightrope” by Janelle Monae. CVV: video contains themes and images of psychiatric institutional-
ization for the purpose of critique
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Rainwater everywhere on Earth unsafe to drink due to ‘forever chemicals’, study finds

Democrats’ Climate Bill Still ‘Pours Gasoline on The Flames’

New Research Finds Cia Used Black Americans as Drugs Experiment Guinea Pigs

Without Palestine, There Is No Arab Unity: Why Normalization with Israel Will Fail

Black elders saved this couple’s Mississippi farm. Now they’re harvesting ancestral technigues—and

tomatoes

[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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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
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revmollybolton.com and on insta @mijbolton.
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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

]

should be included in the attribution. No further permissions are needed to livestream worship using

verbally when enfleshed liturgies are used. If any changes are made to the liturgy, [adapted by

these resources.

Email info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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