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TEXTS

October 23, 2022

Joel 2:23-32

Psalm 65

Sirach 35:12-17
Jeremiah 14:7-10, 19-22
Psalm 84:1-7

2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18
Luke 18:9-14

What links the texts this week?

It can be challenging to admit how scripture serves as a body of writings from communities collective-
ly fumbling about in search for the divine. In cases where Source is portrayed as punitive and vindictive
towards the people, we can and should challenge the authority of the text without challenging the
experiences of those to whom life is most cruel. All the while, our spiritual predecessors are firm in
attributing their deliverance into abundance and liberated prosperity to the mighty work of Creator.

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

Call to worship

God, you are not interested in our perfection.
You are not caught up by who’s in first place.

In fact, you don’t even measure here to there.

You wonder about the shape ease can take in our bodies.
You delight when we dance free from patterns of harm.

You lure us towards connection and compassion.
You break open narrow ways of understanding.

Hallelujah, we are not where we started.
Hallelujah, God’s love moves us towards gentleness.

Opening Prayer
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Holy Spirit, the voice of perfectionism is not your voice. The story of relentless achievement is not your
story. And yet, ways of domination have taught us that there are ways we must act in order to be loved;
there are things we must do in order to be worthy of our needs being met. Undo these stories within us,
Living Christ, that we may float in the luminous space of our inherent belovedness. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

In his poem Coniferous Fathers Michael Kleber-Diggs writes “let’s fashion gentle fathers, expressive—
holding us how we wanted to be held before we could ask.”

This is how you are a loving parent, Oh God, anticipating our needs with gentleness. And so we will be
with each other: collecting our resources, that they might be shared. Holding one another in kindness and
consent. Come, let us gather our offerings for this day.

Prayer of Dedication
Tender Parenting God, you heal wounds left by the love we wish we could have had and by needs we wish

could have been met. May our shared resources do the same—meet needs with care. May no one go
without food, shelter, or healthcare. May no one go without rest, play, or love. Amen.

Benediction
May you feel the unwavering delight the Living God takes in your very being

and, in the warmth of this love, unfurl into new spaces of freedom.
Go forth in this lush embrace, co-conspiring with others toward collective liberation.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Do you feel like God views your spiritual practice as enough? What character does your faith community ascribe

to its deity? Are They more demanding or graciously accepting of what you have to offer?

*  How proximate is your faith community to those incarcerated who may be turning to faith in their forced
captivity and extended crisis? What spiritual resources does your tradition have to offer to those in that specific

context?

*  What accomplishments, features, acts of service, or events make your spiritual community generally agree that it

had “fought the good fight”? Would folks in your collective generally agree on these indications?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Min. Candace Simpson (she/her).
Cosmic - | have fought the good fight; | have finished the race; | have kept the faith.
“Done is better than good.” “Just submit something.” “I'll take whatever you have.”

These are the words of grace for any overwhelmed student during midterms. At the beginning of the school
year, students and teachers alike have stocked their bookbags with new school supplies. Those school supplies
were either lovingly crowdsourced, gifted, or bought with hard-earned summer job money. The novelty of
new clothes has worn off. Once-new uniforms have found holes in the knees and elbows. The air is getting
chilly in the Northern Hemisphere. The sun is going down earlier here, too. It’s October. Pumpkin decor has
replaced “First Day of School” signs.

And the people are tired.

The syllabus says “research paper due” in two weeks, and you’re unable to even open the book. The science
fair is this weekend, and you can’t get yourself to make the volcano you were once excited about. It’s not that
you lack ambition, focus or determination. You're just... tired.

The writer of this text is clever. They say they have fought the “good fight,” but they do not say if it was well-
fought. They say they have “finished the race,” but they did not say that they won. They have “kept the faith,”
but no one mentioned that one night they cursed at the ceiling for the deep heartbreak and agony.

All they say is “l have fought the good fight,” “I have finished the race,” “| have kept the faith.”
“It is what it is,” “l did what | had to do,” “Welp, that’s that.”

No one can resonate with this concept more than the people who finish last. Take Rozanna Radakovich, a

74 year old runner in the New York City Marathon. 2021 was her 35th marathon. When asked what she felt
about her “slow” race times, she quipped, “l don’t care— I'm not going to win anything, I'm doing it for me. Of
course I’'m proud of myself— how many people can say they’ve done 35 marathons?”

Radakovich’s testimony is moving because she seems proud of doing what the world cannot understand. The
world asks us “Why would you do something if you cannot win? Why would you try if you cannot be the
best? As the main characters in Talladega Nights repeat throughout the movie, “if you ain’t first, you're last!”

How many messages do we get about our inherent worth and value if we fail to “wow” folks? Your art, work,

and body must be perfect and without flaw. But the writer doesn’t have that metric. There doesn’t seem to
be as much of an emphasis on competing with the intent to “win” in this passage.
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Done is better than good. Submit what you can. I'll take what you have.

Wouldn’t it be something to meet God and hear those words? What kinds of spiritual trauma and abuse
might we be able to eradicate if people could envision a God who saw our best effort and extended grace!?
Grace is a sticky word in this case, because it always seems that the very people who abuse grace get the
most. Those who need it desperately can never seem to find it. What kind of world would we have if the
syllabi were adjusted to make room for students’ inevitable breakdowns? What would come if an “it’s
done, and that’s good” witness was enough?

In ABC’s Abbott Elementary, a new teacher named Mr. Eddie tries to account for every little thing that can
go wrong in the classroom. He has spent most of his prep season at the end of the summer coming up
with impenetrable systems. He arms himself with curriculum charts, schedules and seating plans for the
school year. Everything is color coded! A mentor teacher, Mrs. Howard comes to his classroom and asks
the question that throws a wrench into his entire project.

“What are you going to do when one student gets his famous nosebleeds? Have you accounted for a snow
day and if someone gets sick? What will happen to your plan then?”

Ultimately, Mrs. Howard encourages Mr. Eddie to do what he can. The system is nearly impossible to
manage. Sometimes all we can do is our best. If we operate in integrity, at the end of the year, we will
be able to say, “l have fought the good fight.” In a world of competition for resources (which we say are
scarce), it is nice to imagine that God is pleased just with our effort. It helps to breathe.

Structural - When a person is accused of a crime, they can be held in custody even before having a

trial. Such is the case of too many people at Rikers Island, where numbers have returned to even above
pre-pandemic levels. At the peak of the pandemic, many advocates organized for alternatives to custody
because COVID was being transmitted rapidly in the facility. According to multiple investigative reports,
what was supposedly designed to be a “temporary holding spot for people awaiting trial or convicted of
crimes with a sentence of a year or less” has turned into a nightmare. Instead, people on Rikers Island (and
many other jails across the country) can expect to watch years go by as “criminal cases snake their way
through the court system for years.” This all lines the pockets of investors, politicians, and all the industries
affiliated with prison contracts.

Defense attorney Rob Kuby lamented that it’'s “widely recognized that Rikers Island is unfit for human
habitation even for short periods of time... for people to spend years awaiting trial is unimaginable.” And
yet, it is the lived reality of so many people. Local activists (and national sympathizers) have long been
calling for the closing of Rikers.

New York elected officials have tried to engage in “compromise” by asking for smaller “more humane” jails.
Gloria Steinem recently came under fire for advocating on behalf of “feminist jails” to Mayor Eric Adams.
She argued that a differently organized jail system could encourage more successful societal transition and
that a “therapeutic setting that fosters community connections, family reunification and skills building”
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could be worthwhile. Of course, it would be delightful if incarcerated individuals had humane treatment
while in custody. But abolition teaches us to wonder, “What is humane about being in custody?”

At my first defense no one came to my support, but all deserted me.

During the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, there was a drop in jail populations. This is due to the
organizing and advocacy of folks inside and outside jails. They placed pressure on judges and prosecutors

to weigh the threat of COVID-19 when making sentencing and bail decisions. Ultimately, the outcome of
reducing the prison population during the height of COVID-19 (which is a highly transmissible respiratory
virus with vascular, neurological and psychological implications over time) rested in the hands of a few
people. Police officers, prosecutors, judges, and others have major responsibility in reducing the numbers
of people trafficked into the prison system. There were calls for releasing “medically vulnerable” inmates, as
well as elderly and “non-violent offenders.”

From now on there is reserved for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will give me
on that day, and not only to me but also to all who have longed for his appearing.

God is described as a “righteous judge,” one who holds out grace for those who have endured the worst
pains on Earth. Arrested for gun possession and sent to Rikers in March 2010, rapper Lil’ Wayne wrote his
own series of letters to keep in contact with his folks. Sharon Lauricella and Matthew Alexander analyzed
the letters to organize prominent themes. Most consistently, he expressed “gratitude,” followed by “love,”
“encouragement,” and “God/prayer.” Though Lil Wayne engages misogyny in his on-stage persona and off-
stage life, Lauricella and Alexander found that letters from Wayne contained “no references to violence, sex,
drugs, crime or materialism.” Instead, for the time being, we saw a more spiritually connected version of
Wayne.

Before we take this as a sign that “prison works,” instead let us consider that turning to spirituality is a
common coping mechanism for enduring traumatic times. The authors argue,

“The tendency to increase one’s connection with spirituality in times of personal crisis is well
documented. Practices such as prayer are helpful in coping with a life challenge (Bade and Cook
2008;Carver et al. 1989; Pargament 2007) including health crises (Baesler et al. 2003), economic
challenges (Clark and Lelkes 2005), and sexual abuse (Murray-Swank and Pargament 2005). It is clear
that Wayne engaged in spiritual practices in order to cope with his incarceration.”

His is only one of the more famous examples. When placed in a void of human compassion, we are likely

to turn to God. We find ourselves comforted in a God who “will rescue” us from “every evil attack” and
“save” us. Wayne, of course, represents a very specific kind of incarcerated person. He is a celebrity and has
a significant amount of financial and social capital. If thousands of people can chime in on his blog to offer
words of care and well-wishes during his incarceration, can we also look after the regular folks in prison,
too? If we can feel empathy and compassion for the writer who describes “no one coming to my support,”
what are some ways we can make people in our community feel loved, remembered, appreciated?
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Interpersonal - If the writer of this text makes one thing clear, it is that we are all worthy of the thing
we long for.

From now on there is reserved for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will give me
on that day, and not only to me but also to all who have longed for his appearing.

“And not only to me...”

Have you ever witnessed someone making a good deal of noise but just for themselves? They want the
house, the car, the designer labels, the corner office. But they cannot be bothered to help someone else.
They think welfare is “a handout,” they hate any “unfair advantage” that historically marginalized people
may be getting, and they think everyone should be able to pull themselves up by their bootstraps. But
even as this writer is reflecting on their own story, they are resolute in this one truth— The Crown is for
everyone. Of course, we may problematize what a “crown” does, or means, especially if we are trying to
create a world where hierarchies no longer dominate folks’ way of life. But if taken as a metaphor, perhaps
it is a sign of empathy that the good things we want for ourselves, we also want for others.

Ending something is worth celebrating. Whether you have finished a year of school, a tough drive across
the country alone, a relationship, or a job, it is always nice to ritualize the ending of something. We may
find that if we move on without marking the end, we feel unsatisfied. The end may feel anticlimactic.

There are plenty of people who can empathize with this. Any student in the graduating classes of 2020,
2021, and 2022 may say, “l didn’t get to have prom,” “Senior week was canceled,” or “l imagined that my
grandmother would be able to come to the graduate brunch, but it was too risky for her.”

We feel heartbreak because these ending rituals are an opportunity to celebrate “fighting the good fight”
and winning. In the cases that we cannot experience those ending rituals, we need support systems (like
trusted family, friends, pastors, therapists) to help us find some reasonable alternative. In March 2020, Ellen
H. O’Donnell wrote a reflection in solidarity with all the children who may not be alright.

“To cope well with grief, a person needs to be allowed to feel the pain of their loss. Graduations are
a mourning as well as a celebration. | worry that if we expect teens and young adults to gracefully
accept very different rituals and transitions we risk making them less resilient. We could be setting
them up for complicated grieving if we don’t give them permission, even encourage them, to be

less than OK. For them, this is about grieving the loss of a lot more than photo-ops and parties

with friends. According to developmental psychology, they are in the stage of ‘identity versus

role confusion” — actively exploring their independent relationships, interests and goals. They are
developing a wider lens, a third-person perspective of themselves and their responsibilities to others,
their values, their place in society both separate from and related to their parents.”

Depending on your tradition, you may hear “| have fought the good fight; | have finished the race; | have
kept the faith” at a funeral. This is often said in the voice of the deceased, suggesting that the person who
has passed takes pride and joy in the life they’ve lived while on Earth. There is something inspiring and
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encouraging about the idea of a race being finished. In our lives, we are all trying to seek meaning. What
kind of life do you want to live? How will you spend your time so that you feel that the fight was a “good
one?” What choices will you make that help you feel secure in your integrity? What choices help you feel
like you've kept the faith? How does that look on an everyday level?

These may feel like personal questions. In some ways, only you can answer them But getting to the answers
is a collective experience. Who do you trust to serve as a thought partner and comrade in developing a
principled, balanced, delightful life?

Words for inspiration:

“Canceled class yesterday (Yom Kippur) & told my students they’d get extra credit for sending proof of
doing something nice for themselves during class time. Today my inbox is all selfies of kids reading for fun in
hammocks, baking, visiting friends, painting, getting coffees *tear of joy emoji*”

- Marne Litfin

Sources
https://www.academia.edu/13286670/Voice from_Rikers_Spirituality in Hip Hop Artist _Lil VWaynes Pris-

on_Blog
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/reducing-jail-and-prison-popula-

tions-during-covid-19-pandemic

https://news.bloomberglaw.com/social-justice/covid-battered-schools-starved-for-counselors-to-aid-students

https://nypost.com/2021/11/08/i-was-the-last-person-to-cross-the-2021-nyc-marathon-finish-line/

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/hope-resilience/202005/graduation-in-the-year-covid-19

https://www.politico.com/news/2020/04/06/william-barr-attorney-general-coronavirus-169232

https://www.teenvogue.com/story/feminist-jail-nyc-abolition
https://www.thecity.nyc/2022/8/17/23310771/why-some-spend-years-rikers
https://www.wbur.org/cognoscenti/2020/03/31/the-class-of-2020-sraduation-prom-covid-19-ellen-odonnell
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

“Watchmen' Creator Alan Moore Warns That Adults ‘Infantile’ Love of Superhero Movies Can Lead to
Alabama Prison Strike Organizer: ‘They’re At War For Their Life And Freedom’

Clint Halftown, Us-Enabled Tyrant Of The Cayugas

Free Stores Offer an Alternative to the Exploitative Capitalist Economy

US Is Overcome With Debt and Death. Let’s Fight Inequality to Stop This Cirisis.

[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.”

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 @mijbolton.
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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 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.
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