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TEXTS
September 4,  2022

Jeremiah 18:1-11
Psalm 139:1-6, 13-18
Deuteronomy 30:15-20
Psalm 1
Philemon 1:1-21
Luke 14:25-33

What links the texts this week? 

There appears to be a disconcerting contradiction that is demanding death for life, and destruction 
for creation. God seems less loving and merciful in some of these texts, and this divine activity doesn’t 
seem to be good news for everyone. Yet there is critical nuance in the Jeremiah passage that intro-
duces this unnerving theme. This oxymoronic “destructive creator,” exemplified in the Potter, doesn’t 
destroy out of wrath or punitive impulses - They break down what is to be created anew. They 
recognize some structures and materials to be so resistant to molding and change that they must be 
dismantled completely before they can bring life again.

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

Call to worship 

All you overworked and underpaid
All you tied to a paycheck for survival 

All you over the hustle, the grind, the doing more with less
All you fighting for rights and safety

All you scrambling for affordable housing
All you figuring out how to pay the grocery bill

All you weary in mind, body, and spirit
All you tired of being tired

Come! The Liberating God renounces systems of exploitation
and longs for Their people to be free!

Opening Prayer

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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Holy Spirit, work with us to subvert systems of harm in which we are complicit. Pour your strength over 
those striking, organizing, and demanding dignity for all beings and land. Undo within us the lie that our 
worth has to do with our productivity, and instead remind us of our non-negotiable belovedness. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

We yearn for structures rooted in solidarity. We long for relationships of mutuality. So let us follow 
the example of Jesus and his friends, sharing what we have among our community. We bring forth our 
resources and our skills as offerings to each other’s flourishing. 

Prayer of Dedication 

Imaginative minds and expansive hearts—this is our prayer, oh God, that we may be bold enough to use 
our collected resources to co-create a Kin-dom of compassion. May our labor be shared equitably among 
us and may its motivation be the thriving of all beings. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth with the assurance that new ways of being are possible.
Systems of exploitation have crumbled before and can crumble again.
Solidarity blooms all around us,
let us labor towards liberation and joy.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

• In what ways have you accepted or embraced humiliation? How does this offer solidarity to
marginalized people?

• How could you and your faith community be cooperating with dominating forces? What can you do to
begin distancing yourselves from these activities?

• Of all the roles you inhabit - familial, professional, and social, - which do you take the most pride in and
speak about most publicly? What about these roles makes you proud?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her). 

Cosmic - Is Jesus just a really, really elite boss? Is the Jesus Corps sort of like the Marine Corps, accepting 
only the very best, those who are willing to pick up and haul that cross across the rugged plains and 
mountains of Judea?

From inside a culture like ours, which considers itself a meritocracy (spoiler alert: it isn’t) and taunts us with 
pressure to be the best, Jesus’ speech here about the demands of discipleship risks being read like that—
supposed “discipleship” as another source of supremacy. We see plenty of that right now in the US, not least 
in footage from January 6, 2021.

Jesus’ words, or our interpretation of them, also risk glorifying suffering and pressuring people, especially 
women and femmes, to stay in abusive situations, as womanist and feminist theologians have pointed out from 
Jacquelyn Grant in White Women’s Christ and Black Women’s Jesus to Rita Nakashima Brock and Rebecca Ann 
Parker in Proverbs of Ashes. Separating someone from their support networks (father and mother or parent, 
spouse and children, brothers, sisters, and siblings, friend networks) is also common among abusers.

But I don’t think Jesus is the headhunter of a gatekeeping, high standards God. I don’t think he is demanding 
suffering in order to belong. I don’t think he’s picking and choosing at all. He doesn’t say “I won’t let you be 
my disciple,” but “you cannot.” As in, it isn’t possible.

It’s as if the cross represents a portal from here to wherever Jesus is going, i.e. into the Kin-dom, and you 
can’t get there unless you go through the portal.

What is the nature of this portal represented by the cross? According to womanist theologian M. Shawn 
Copeland in “The Cross of Christ and Discipleship,” it’s shame. Humiliation. The threat of death—literal or 
social.

New Testament scholar Bart Ehrman concurs. The whole point of the cross, he writes, is humiliation. There 
were other ways of executing people within the Roman Empire, and crucifixion was reserved for those that 
the state needed to thoroughly humiliate—notably, escaped enslaved people and enemies of the state—
specifically so that no one else would follow in their footsteps. 

In order to follow anyway, Jesus is saying, you better know that. You better be willing to risk shame in the eyes 
of the world, not for its own sake, but because letting go of worldly status is a prerequisite to the real, true 
life that Jesus offers.

Some of us already know shame all too intimately. The good news is…? We also know Christ, and he knows 
there is a wholly distinct power that comes from facing humiliation and surviving. We can follow him from 
here.
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A whole lot of us, wherever we are positioned in the social hierarchy, are trying to scramble up and away 
from shame as fast as we can. And that is likely to lead us away from the cross and away from Jesus as he 
shows up in humiliated people.

Imagine the recruitment slogan: “Are you willing to endure humiliation? Are you willing to release any and 
all control over your place in the honor/shame structure? Have you given up on the fantasy of supremacy 
entirely? 

Because that’s the portal. That’s the key to freedom and to living in solidarity with all life. That’s the way to 
the Kin-dom.

There is no way to count the cost of this surrender. The two stories Jesus tells are ironic. You can’t avoid 
ridicule and defeat—not according to the standards followed by building magnates and kings. But there is 
another life, and it operates in another realm, according to a different register.

In the US context, this renders the cross a sort of Trojan Horse. Scattered all over the landscape of this 
country steeped in supremacy is a secret reminder that the whole enterprise is bankrupt. From every 
highway billboard and every church steeple, we are called to forsake winning. We are called to another way 
entirely.

Structural - What’s with all the hating, Jesus?

Many people familiar with the Greek have pointed out that the word translated as “hate” in this passage, 
while strong, does not mean “harbor bitter feelings toward” but something more like “renounce, let go of.” 
Jesus is urging his would-be followers to stop clinging to their family relations.

There is just no way for us to understand how shocking this would sound in first-century Palestine. In that 
culture, your bloodline dictated everything about your place in the society--your status, your wealth, your 
work, your identity, your community of equals, your degree of honor or shame. It designated where you fit 
into the oppressive systems of the Roman empire.

Like any oppressive system, the Roman empire relied upon everyone to play the part that has been 
prepared for them--from the destitute sharecroppers who grew the food to the chief priest who profited 
from collecting outrageous taxes to the puppet king who ruled in Rome’s name.

Enslavement in the United States likewise relied on mass “cooperation.” The system worked because 
everyone cooperated with it—enslaved people whose “cooperation” was enforced by violence and threat 
of death; the overseers who received slightly better treatment in compensation for keeping those enslaved  
in line; the so-called “free” people who served in the fugitive slave patrol; the mistress of the plantation, 
who consented to the brutality taking place under her nose and often dealt with it by using opium or 
retreating to bed with headaches probably induced by vicarious trauma. Even the “master” himself was not 
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completely in control of the system; he operated within a trade network in which his profits depended upon 
his continued participation in horrific brutality. Technically, anyone in this system could break rank, but the 
costs were high, and they were highest for those with the least power. This is still true.

Today, Jesus might urge us to “hate”—in other words, let go of, or risk—our place, our role, in maintaining 
oppressive systems, especially when that role benefits us at the expense of others.

This Labor Day weekend is an opportunity to acknowledge the ways in which our work might support mass 
exploitation of other human people as well as the more-than-human world. In her article “The Master’s 
Mehserle Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House,” Lynice Pinkard imagines Johannes Mehserle—the police 
officer who killed unarmed Black man Oscar Grant on January 1, 2009, on a BART platform in Oakland, 
California—staring at his name on the police report: “Officer Mehserle.” She writes:

“Suddenly Johannes Mehserle has truly become Officer Mehserle. The title gives his role the power of 
the overseer, the privileged servant of the oppressor. In this context his name has become monstrous 
and unrecognizable. Here we see a colonizer gazing directly at a “mark of power,” something that forces 
him into the nauseating realm of ambivalence….Officer Mehserle is not used to seeing himself as a 
servant oppressor—as a cold, white title in hard black print. He is made to realize, however briefly and 
however subconsciously, that his original desires, as a ‘caring’ public servant, will be twisted to serve the 
requirements of the system.”

She goes on to caution the rest of us against using Mehserle as a scapegoat to avoid our own culpability 
in the same system: “We servant oppressors have all been thought of and our consent has already been 
manufactured, whether we consent to use guns or schoolbooks or church bells or television sets or 
department store mannequins to prop up the system: all of us, rich and poor, gay and straight, progressive or 
liberal or conservative, are intended to serve an imperial agenda and do the killing in an imperial war.” 

In asking us to “hate” our places in an oppressive structure, Jesus is inviting us to subvert those roles. To do 
so entails risk—sometimes tremendous risk—but it also is the portal to freedom, to the Kin-dom.

Which means we don’t do it alone. We do it in community.

How can your faith community support people in looking honestly at the roles they play within an unjust 
economic system, especially recognizing that the risk of defecting from those roles is much greater for those 
with the least access to resources?

How might you partner with people resisting exploitative labor in your community—for example, striking 
workers, sex workers organizing for safety (not to be confused with anti-trafficking campaigns that increase 
policing of sex work), or domestic workers seeking fair working conditions and benefits?

How can you and your community contribute to efforts to imagine and develop new economic models 
such as those operating under the umbrella of the solidarity economy? For example, Christians committed 
to solidarity formed the Mondragon Corporation in Spain, a federation of cooperative businesses that 
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now employ 80,000 people, in 1956. More recently, the Chicago-based Coalition for Spiritual & Political 
Leadership helped launch three immigrant-run co-ops in their area.

Resources: 
The International Labour Organization provides a number of resources for disrupting forced labor, 
including this handbook for businesses and employers: https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_
norm/---declaration/documents/publication/wcms_101171.pdf 

Interpersonal - Jesus tells two stories in this passage about how to be successful and avoid looking silly, 
but his summary sentence that follows is about not success, not victory, but giving up all of that.

I remember the first time I heard someone quote Dorothy Day saying, “Don’t worry about being effective. 
Just concentrate on being faithful to the truth.” I was so mad! Of course, we want to be effective! Don’t 
we?

But what if our careful calculations and desire to be effective steer us away from our commitment to the 
people and toward what seems more feasible or realistic, like the king who gives up because he figures he 
can’t win. 

Thank God for those who haven’t given up because the struggle seemed insurmountable. Thank God for 
the people who continue to show up to city council meetings and town halls and lobbying days to advocate 
for just policies even when they think their representatives are going to vote the wrong way. Often, things 
don’t go the way of justice, but sometimes they do, and they certainly wouldn’t have if everyone had 
stayed home.

Thomas Merton wrote the following in a letter to Jim Forest, an antiwar activist who became one of the 
“Milwaukee 14” who broke into nine Wisconsin draft boards during the Vietnam war and burned the draft 
cards:

“Do not depend on the hope of results. When you are doing the sort of work you have taken 
on, essentially an apostolic work, you may have to face the fact that your work will be apparently 
worthless and even achieve no result at all, if not perhaps results opposite to what you expect. As 
you get used to this idea, you start more and more to concentrate not on the results but on the 
value, the rightness, the truth of the work itself. And there too a great deal has to be gone through as 
gradually you struggle less and less for an idea and more and more for specific people. The range tends 
to narrow down, but it gets much more real. In the end, it is the reality of personal relationships that 
saves everything.”

Merton cautioned Forest against using his activism to build an identity for himself: 

“You are using it, so to speak, to protect yourself against nothingness, annihilation. That is not the 
right use of your work. All the good that you will do will come not from you but from the fact that 
you have allowed yourself, in the obedience of faith, to be used by God’s love. Think of this more and 
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gradually you will be free from the need to prove yourself, and you can be more open to the power 
that will work through you without your knowing it.”

There is a kind of power that becomes available when we allow our hopes of success and glory to be 
crucified. That’s what it means to pick up the cross, or, as we said above, to go through the portal of the 
cross and into the Kin-dom. This is the power of relationship, available to us when we stop trying to be 
someone and start trying to be with people.

It’s a hard message, especially for those of us who have been systematically denied access to what the world 
calls power and success.

What does it mean to be fiercely committed to the liberation of our people even when there is no glory, 
no prestige, no heroic identity in it for us? 

Who are the people your folks are committed to and struggling for? What does it mean for your folks to 
be rooted in personal relationships with struggling people and to let those guide the work, rather than 
dominant notions of success? 

In Jesus’ talk of following him, we might hear the voice of a hunted man, asking his followers, “Will you 
choose me despite the cost?”

Words for inspiration: 

Inspiration and ideas can be found in these solidarity economy grant recipients: 
https://www.fundtheneweconomy.org/recipients
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Calls For Action After Reports Of Inedible Food At Virginia Prison

Judge Strikes Down New York Jail’s Prolonged Covid Visitation Ban

In cells built for adults, one-third are child migrants.

Advocates Demand Israel End Solitary Confinement Of Ahmad Manasra, Imprisoned At 13

Ask A Railroad Worker: How Did Railroad Jobs Get So Bad?

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