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TEXTS 
July 23,  2023

Genesis 28:10-19a
Psalm 139:1-12, 23-24
Wisdom of Solomon 12:13, 16-19
Isaiah 44:6-8
Psalm 86:11-17
Romans 8:12-25
Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43

What links the texts this week? 

We can appreciate a God who knows us intimately. We can celebrate a God who is aware of our 
needs and our condition. But for the God who runs to our side when we cry; For the God who looks 
upon us in admiration; For the God who sees our deliverance as Her obligation; For THIS God we re-
joice exuberantly. We need not fear the weight of Their hand because we know them to be our Res-
cue and Consolation as we endure those who devise cruelty against us. We know that She watches to 
know survivor from aggressor, so that She always knows those most in need of Their saving grace.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Come and dwell in the presence of God
In this place, we remember who we are

We find ourselves capable of hard and holy things
Love sets us free from fear and shame

What is our part in God’s Holy plan?
We gather to listen, to dream, to discover.

Faithful people, let us commune with God.

Opening prayer

Divine Teacher, you are patient and wise. You do not rush our growth with a controlling hand. Neither are 
you passive before our harmful wrongdoing. You call each and all of us into honest and sacred introspection 
as a practice of our faith. That we may find healing, encounter truth, and show up with and for each other 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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and all our neighbors with courage and humility. With Christ as our guide, may it be so.

Invitation to offering

In community, we hold each other accountable. We acknowledge we all have limitations. We all lose our 
way from time to time. We have all inherited lies about ourselves and each other. In sharing these human 
conditions, we find grace and support in our own transformation. In service to these labors of love, let us 
bring our offerings together. 

Prayer of dedication

Holy One, though some distort your image into a divine tormentor, we know neither punishment nor 
cruelty reflect the teachings of our faith. Evil teaches that dominance and control will lead us to the peace 
we desire. Today, we remember all our siblings who are surveilled, detained, and jailed. May these offerings 
be blessed to the building of a world where all captives are set free. For you have shown us there is a 
better way. Amen. 

Benediction

May we not hide from the knowledge of our own entanglements with evil.
May we not be afraid to face the difficult and complex.
May we trust in the grace of God that upholds us through all things.
It is truth that sets us free, beloveds.
Let us go and seek deliverance. 
For our lives are precious and joy awaits.

 

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 What parts of your life do you hope for God to see and know? How can you cultivate space that invites your 
spiritual community members into vulnerability with God and one another?

•	 What is a customary response in your faith group to those who may be unsure of God/s presence with them 
through trying times? How does your tradition affirm that God is on their side while balancing any need for 
compassionate accountability?

•	 What features of your community’s accountability processes help ensure repair of the harm done? How can you 
contribute to strengthening a culture of loving accountability without leaning to carceral frameworks?
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Application

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

Cosmic - Enter your mindspace. Imagine God. What does God look like? What kind of expression does God 
have on God’s face? Does God have a face? Does it look like yours? What face does God make when you do 
something good? What face does God make when you make a mistake? 

For many people, religious trauma shapes each of these answers. In fact, given Christian hegemony, we might 
argue that everyone is in some way shaped negatively by some punitive, scary, surveilling depiction of God. God 
has been imagined as a figure who always knows what we’re up to. And not only does God know what we’re up 
to, God is judging us the whole time. 

What’s done in the dark will come to light…
God don’t like ugly…
You can hide from yourself but you can’t hide from God.

If you are lucky enough to have the kind of life that no one has ever judged, then these cliches can be taken 
neutrally. But for most of us, these cliches can trigger a range of responses. After all, how do we separate the 
judgment of God from the judgment of God’s loudest (and most bigoted) representatives? 

Though it is summer, we can think about the impacts of consistent surveillance through the fairly new tradition 
of “Elf on the Shelf.” As a representative of the North Pole, the elf watches out on behalf of Santa Claus and 
helps him discern which children have been naughty and nice. Parents stage the elf throughout the home in 
the weeks leading up to Christmas to encourage (or police) their children into good behavior. Have children 
been having a hard time remembering to clean up the bathroom? Now the elf is sitting on the sink. Have the 
children been less than motivated to do homework? Now the elf is on the computer desk. Are we not cleaning 
our rooms? Now the elf is sitting next to the broom, staring at us, threatening to tell Santa so that we will not 
receive our reward coming on December 25. 

Except, that is not the kind of God that the psalmist describes in Psalm 139. This is the God created through 
millennia of hegemonic social programs. Religious control is a unique manifestation of hegemony because it deals 
with our souls. We begin to replicate the “cop in the head” dynamic without intending to. 

“The idea of the “cop in the head” — a slogan borrowed from French Situationism – is a metaphor for an 
internalised oppressor who performs the same function as an outer oppressor. People have inner parts 
– called “cops in the head” (and sometimes “ghosts”) – which either oblige or prevent actions against the 
actor’s will. According to Boal, people undergo “osmosis”, absorbing social oppressions. Osmosis is a kind 
of social interpenetration through which people pick up ideas, values and tastes. This internal function is 
effectively an inner extension of external oppressive power. Boal suggests that the cops are in our heads, 
but their headquarters are outside.” 

http://www.bopsecrets.org/CF/graffiti.htm
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Sadly, many of us have direct routes to the headquarters of the cops through our religious expressions. It can 
be affirming for some to feel seen and known by God, and for others, it may feel like we are always being 
watched. With watching comes consequences and punishment. What kind of God do we believe is watching 
us? 

Perhaps it can be healing to imagine God as a loving teacher. Certainly, not all teachers are loving, but if we 
are lucky, we all can think of one teacher who was kind and generous towards us. In this Psalm, the psalmist 
describes all the best attributes of a good teacher. Someone who knows when we sit down and rise up, 
who knows our thoughts, who knows our ways, who can anticipate the words we’ll say, who lay a loving 
hand on our shoulders for encouragement. Our most loving teacher is always around, knows everything, and 
meets us everywhere. There’s never room for us to get bored because we are challenged with appropriate 
assignments. There is joy around us everywhere. And most importantly, the best teachers advocate for us 
and know our character. They make room for us and hold us accountable to the best versions of ourselves. 

None of these ways are practiced in punitive or carceral ways. Perhaps this God exists. Maybe we have to 
create this God. As we read this Psalm, we can challenge ourselves to create a loving God who wants joy and 
liberation for us and equips us to meet the moments of our lives. In creating this God, that God becomes 
real. 

We can hope that this God has a bigger footprint than the God who has done harm. 

Structural - Over a year after the overturning of Roe V. Wade, we are confronted with more opportunities 
to critically engage our spiritual concepts. Though it does not appear in this lectionary passage, Psalm 139 
contains a verse that has served as an anti-abortion rallying cry for decades. 

For it was you who formed my inward parts; you knit me together in my mother’s womb.

Many anti-abortion activists have used this verse to justify the belief that life begins at conception, and 
therefore must be protected. It’s not just the Psalmist whose words have been misread. 

“I meant what I said and I said what I meant. And an elephant’s faithful, 100 percent.” “A person’s a person, 
no matter how small.” 

Horton, the titular character of Dr. Seuss’ Horton Hears A Who, uses these words. He is called by some small 
voice to protect an entire town full of microscopic people who live on a speck. Through many comedic 
and dramatic plot turns, Horton (a huge elephant) clumsily fumbles over and over in his quest to protect 
the people that only he can hear. When his neighbors laugh at him, he insists that “A person’s a person, no 
matter how small.”

Eventually, anti-abortionists ran with this popular refrain and began to hand out anti-abortion flyers in the 
style of the 2008 Horton Hears A Who movie ticket. The widow of Theodor Geisel, Audrey Geisel, was 
irritated by this violation of thought. A lawyer for the family said she “ doesn’t like people to hijack Dr. Seuss 
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characters or material to front their own points of view.” 

At the risk of playing Bible verse ping-pong between conservative and liberal Christians, perhaps we might think 
about other assets that this passage offers to those seeking abortion care. 

	 If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there.

Certainly, not all those who seek care would consider their experience as Sheol. However, in many states in 
the United States, Sheol is the perfect description for the experience. It is difficult to feel the presence of God 
when doctors are unsure how to treat you at the risk of losing their licenses. It is Sheol to be threatened with 
jail time simply for seeking, or supporting someone who is in need of, care. 

And yet, we are offered a promise that we get to remind God of. No matter where we are, God is around. We 
may not feel God’s presence because the overwhelming presence of cruel humans may overpower that sense. 
But we are promised that God remains. There is nothing that we can do that will make us unworthy of God’s 
highest hope of liberation for us. God expresses this hope in loving ways towards us. 

There will be times that we do not feel God’s presence. It is a valid and appropriate reaction to the violence 
that swirls about our lives. When we feel (and are) left out, we get to turn to this Psalm and remind God of 
Their promise to us. 

Are you here, God? Are you with us? Which side are you on? 

These are demands. They are also invitations to a holy relationship. 

In the most recent documentary on its abusive practices, the Hillsong collective of churches was profiled on 
FX. In this series, the producers investigate accusations of racial discrimination, sexual assault, irresponsible 
moving of money and other dynamics. Hillsong, according to the director of the series, was uniquely positioned 
to be a space of unethical behavior precisely because of its branding. People felt seen and saw people “like me” 
in leadership. Stacy Lee argues, 

“People fell for it hard because they didn’t want the authority or the rigidness of the previous 
church iterations…The love of that presentation unfortunately allows one to overlook systems of 
accountability and structure–the kind of safety nets that are required within institutions that wield so 
much power.”

It might be easy to distance ourselves from the extreme example of Hillsong, but if we are honest, there are 
elements of this refusal of accountability in all of our churches. The last lines of the lectionary passage are an 
antidote to this. Organizations, institutions and places of worship may be able to pay for branding that smooths 
over internal turmoil. But we are invited to structures of accountability. Even more, we are invited to the 
spiritual practice of accountability. 

© 2023 enfleshed 
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	 Search me, O God, and know my heart;
    test me and know my thoughts.
See if there is any wicked way in me,
    and lead me in the way everlasting.

When we invite God (and systems of accountability) to guide our movements together, we are also 
surrendering to the possibility that we might be in the wrong. We surrender to the possible conclusion that 
we are in need of a rerouting. The delightful thing about asking God to search us is that we can trust that 
God will tell us the truth about ourselves. We can take feedback knowing that nothing is meant to harm us, 
but that we are being called to a more honest life. Even more, this does not only need to be a spiritual effort. 
We can invite trusted mentors and comrades to hold a mirror to us. 

Interpersonal - Note: This essay contains mention of rape and sexual assault. 

As you read this passage, you may think of people in your life who have remained by your side during 
challenging moments. There might be a friend who helped you move out of your ex-spouse’s apartment. You 
might think of a coach who insisted on recommending you for an award. Or you might have a family member 
who insists on correcting other people about your name and pronouns. Life is often hard. There is nothing 
sweeter than a friend who believes us and organizes themselves to support us the first time. 

The assumption in this passage is that it is a human reality, and a valid human fear, to be left alone. Whether 
ideologically or materially, the ongoing condition of abandonment can confuse a person. Further, it is a tool 
of hegemonic power to make us believe that we are the only people thinking or feeling what we do. It is no 
accident that the United States (along with many other nations in the Global North) have decided to stop 
counting cases of COVID in official numbers. Any case, then, becomes individualized. Collective support is 
easily deflated in this environment. Insurance policies and sick-leave policies tell us, “it’s your fault that you got 
sick.” But as wastewater data suggests, our individual cases of COVID are not an anomaly. COVID is still a 
risk.

If I take the wings of the morning
    and settle at the farthest limits of the sea,
even there your hand shall lead me,
    and your right hand shall hold me fast.

The Psalmist gives us compelling language for the feeling of recognition. Feeling heard and having evidence 
that someone cares is an underestimated gift. Poetically, the Psalmist imagines that God’s “hand” shall be 
within reach. In other words, God’s promises have flesh. We experience the grace of God through our 
friends, loved ones, and sometimes even strangers. The promise of care is enfleshed through material and 
spiritual support. People matter.

The disorienting element of this Psalm is that King David has questionable character.  According to Rev. Dr. 
Wil Gafney, Professor of Hebrew Bible at Brite Divinity School, David is lauded as a grand king when he 
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should be remembered as a rapist. Our liturgies help us to “ritualize Bathesheba’s rape while excluding her 
from the penitence it generated.” Astutely, she notes that David’s sins against Bathsheba are not counted 
against her, but against “God and Uriah, her husband.” Though she speaks of Psalm 51 in this reflection, its 
heart is deeply applicable to Psalm 139.

“Now that we are really talking about sexual violence and harassment in and out of the church, 
#MeToo and #ChurchToo, and calling once beloved figures to account for their sexual predations – 
Bill Cosby, R. Kelly, Michael Jackson – and laicizing priests, bishops, and cardinals, perhaps we should 
stop allowing David to get away with structuring his act of contrition around an abstract concept and 
tell him to leave his gift on the altar and first make peace with his sister.”

Sadly, there are instances of people using flowery language to avoid accountability. If we ask God to search 
us, then we must submit to the truth that sometimes it’s us. Sometimes we are the jerk. Sometimes we are 
the offending party. Sometimes we are the oppressor. An inappropriate use of this text is in the hands of 
folks who continue to do harm and say, “only God can judge me.” We cannot have integrity in our faith if we 
demonstrate more allegiance to God than the people we engage in real life. 

Structurally, Christians have a good amount of logical frames to support our own victimhood. Christian 
Supremacy allows us, whether we adhere to its principles or not, to resist accountability. Sometimes we cover 
our cruelty in the language of “grace,” other times we say things like “all have fallen short.” Psalm 139 can 
enable folks who refuse accountability, and simultaneously, it can be the vision of accountability that keeps 
us kind to each other and ourselves. We have to make the choice, and more importantly, we have to do the 
work, of surrounding ourselves with comrades who are able to tell us the truth. Otherwise, our families, 
communities, and churches will fall prey to powerful evils in our midst. 

	

Words for inspiration:

″‘Of course,’ Horton answered. ‘Of course I will stick. I will stick by you small folks through 
thin and through thick!‘”
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We Assume Parents Have The Right To Control Their Kids. Why?

The impossible paradox of car ownership
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Ongoing Voting Rights Act Redistricting Litigation After SCOTUS Ruling in Allen v. Milligan
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