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Exodus 17:1-7
Psalm 78:1-4, 12-16
Ezekiel 18:1-4, 25-32
Psalm 25:1-9
Philippians 2:1-13
Matthew 21:23-32

What links the texts this week? 

To be revolutionary is to be insistent on freedom from power-obsessed conquerors AND to be 
subject to precarity from their forces. To be amongst the righteous will often necessitate endanger-
ment. Mother God works through us to create the safer world our children depend on, and we may 
feel that we are disregarded until we find Her resourcing us through our struggle. Until we find Her 
softening the rod of the violent State. Until we find Her authority to be a worthy opponent to the 
authority of those cosplaying as gods. Our Savior may not always guaruntee safety, but Love is our 
revelation that we can play by a different set of rules. Love proves to us that freedom is still ours.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

The Spirit of Christ moves freely through the world 
She makes herself known wherever She desires

In sources of pain, in the shocking and the scandalous
In the hauntings of past and the promises of the future

No doctrine or institution can contain or confine Her
We rejoice in a God whose Wisdom roams free

Opening Prayer

Faithful One, you know the tensions we live in as we strive to take care of each other. We seek community 
agreements to keep each other safe. We also desire room to disagree and to learn through friction and 
conflict. In our efforts to live well in this balance, we turn to you for guidance. Whether we over-rely on 
structures and traditions or fear meaningful accountability, lead us in growth and compassion. Amen. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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Invitation to Offering

Dear ones, none among us have all the answers. No single entity can map a clear path to peace and 
freedom. But each time we show up to the questions, God meets us there. Enabling our creativity. 
Opening possibilities. Lingering in the struggle. In gratitude for this sustaining accompaniment, let us bring 
our offerings together. 

Prayer of dedication

Ancient One, throughout human history, people in power have used authority to oppress and control. 
Many have done so in your name. As we continue to unlearn our own investment in institutions and 
traditions that have done harm in this way, we pray that our community can take a different shape. Where 
our power is shared. Dispersed. Recognized and respected among and between us. May it be so. Amen. 

Benediction

The Spirit moves all around us and also within us
May we not be afraid to claim the power God has given us
To recognize the Wisdom of God in our neighbors
And to practice an authority that calls us to brave convictions
That our lives may be guided not by dictations from on high
But by lineages of love and liberation, calling on us to live

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 Who has the highest authority in your spiritual tradition and how is/was this decided? 
How much authority is given to forces like love and solidarity? How can this authority be 
strengthened?

•	 How does your faith community uplift wisdom that isn’t techincally credentialed? Should 
anything be done to make your traditional or denominational structures more accepting of 
those who may not be able to access credentials?

•	 How can your community develop spiritual practice around protecting and resourcing those 
taking part in front line revolutionary action? Does your tradition identify any of its religious 
figures with contemporary activists?
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Application

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

Cosmic - Where does authority come from? And what is authority? What is it made of?

Exousia is the Greek word most often translated as “authority” in scripture. It derives from the verb exesti, 
which means to be lawful—not lawful in the civil sense, like, you have authority because you stop on red 
and drive on green—but lawful in the biggest sense of cooperating with the divine shalom—the vibrant, 
interdependent thriving of all life. Paul speaks of the exousiai—the Powers or Authorities who have jurisdiction 
over evil forces and are able to keep them from doing harm. (Let’s suspend for a moment the pressing question 
of whether they are doing a good job of that!) What interests me in this moment is that authority seems to 
be aligned somehow with the way God intends the world to function. In English, the word authority is derived 
from an Old French word meaning “to originate.” Authority seems to be connected to creation or even to 
something like what Penobscot writer Sherry Mitchell (Weh’na Ha’mu Kwasset) calls “sacred or original 
instructions.” 

But that is not how the elders and chief priests seem to be using the word. They seem to be thinking about 
“lawful” in the more institutional sense: Who gave Jesus permission to come into the temple, drive out the 
profit-seekers, and begin to teach and heal there himself?

Like most of the commentators on this passage, they seem to assume that authority is something that must 
be granted by an external entity. That entity is generally larger and/or more powerful than you: a credentialing 
organization, or the state, or your supervisor. Authority is also granted by an electorate to an elected official, 
or a congregation to a clergy person, or disciples to a teacher. You don’t become a leader by declaring it so; 
leadership, authority, is granted to you by those who support and affirm it, whether by decree backed up by 
violence or by freely given consent. 

There are ostensibly limits to this authority. It can be revoked by its giver. 

But someone gave that giver authority. Who?

According to the apostle Paul, “there is no authority except from God” (Romans 13:1). This is usually 
interpreted to mean that God backs up those in power, and so the rest of us just have to accept what they 
do, but that interpretation assumes something like the command-and-control God of Margaret Atwood’s 
theocratic Gilead. It’s a biased reading based on our theocratic indoctrination.

There is an alternative. 

Jesus follows up the inquiry into his authority (and John’s) with a story about a parent who asks their children 
to help till the soil and nourish the new life in their vineyards. What strikes me, on this reading, is that the 
parent does not reject or renounce either of their children. The parent does not berate, shame, cajole, or 



© 2023 enfleshed © 2023 enfleshed 

October 1,  2023

manipulate either child. This unconditional love gives the one who says “no” the freedom to change, to 
experience metamelomia, or “a change in what one cares about.” This parent models something—a love 
that does not seek to control—that inspires their offspring to take up the work of love themselves. What if 
that parents’ unconditional love is a form of authority?  

What if authority ultimately comes from love, from putting oneself in the service of everyone’s right to 
become who they were created to be?

In The Gospel According to Matthew, biblical scholar Daniel Patte points out a subtle but pivotal detail in this 
text: When he is asked by whose authority he is teaching and healing in the temple, Jesus asks not about 
John’s authority, but about the authority of “John’s baptism.” Jesus located the authority not in the person 
but in the action—in this case, an action that frees people of guilt and shame and invites them into new life. 

How do you and your folks think about authority—what it is and where it comes from? Do you have 
authority in your community? Why or why not?  What are the loving actions that give your congregation 
authority in the community? 

Structural - Jesus was never ordained. He did not have a degree from an accredited rabbinical training 
institute. He did not come from the priestly class. Many would agree that he did not have the authority to 
teach in the temple—the highest religious institution in the land and a place crucial to the spiritual survival 
of the Jewish people under occupation.

Authority is often mediated through gatekeeping institutions, and this is not entirely a bad thing. Personally, 
I am grateful for pastors having to take regular boundary trainings, for example, in order to maintain their 
standing. I have experienced what can happen to spiritual leaders who are not held accountable to any 
authority-granting body.

And.
 
And, I think we have to ask hard questions about who has the authority to shape gatekeeping bodies and 
who has access to the authority they confer. What are the barriers to that access?
For example, requiring would-be pastors to pay for two to four years of increasingly expensive higher 
education in order to be eligible for ordination rules out many who would bring valuable experience to the 
ministry and to their denominations. 
 
What biases do accrediting organizations carry? Who do they deliberately or unwittingly exclude? To whom 
are they beholden? Where do they get their financing, and who has the authority to dissolve them?

In the past year, for example, we have witnessed the College Board strip its new AP African American 
Studies course of much of its power analysis, including references to reparations, Black Lives Matter, and 
intersectionality under pressure from Florida Governor Ron DeSantis. (Florida has one of three largest 
educational markets after Texas and California and thus has the economic power to shape the curricula 
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presented in textbooks and other educational materials.)

Similarly, organizations that gain the “authority” that comes with official federal 501(c)(3) nonprofit status 
become beholden to the state and are limited in the actions they can take to promote change, a situation 
not so different from the temple hierarchy under Roman occupation.

In our current political climate, as in Jesus’ time, it may be wise to approach gatekeeping bodies with a 
hermeneutics of suspicion and an awareness that the fresh transformation that we need may come from 
unaccredited sources that technically lack the authority to do what they are doing.

Who ordained the people who encouraged and inspired enslaved people in hush arbor churches? What 
would freedom schools have become if they had to be accredited by a state body? Who will give teachers in 
Florida (and more states all the time) the go-ahead to teach the true history of this country in social studies 
or give mention to a range of possible sexual orientations in health class?

How might people in your community be in thrall to official authority-granting bodies in ways that limit their 
openness to powerful transformation? How can your community and any programs you offer recognize 
that education comes in many forms, and that degrees only reflect certain kinds of education? Whose voices 
might you need to listen to even though they are not technically “qualified” by socially recognized standards?
 

Interpersonal - I want to give the elders and chief priests the benefit of the doubt for a moment.

There is a certain self-satisfaction with which Christian interpreters use the temple authorities as foils for 
Jesus, whom we associate with our “team”, the Christians. “They are self-interested.” “They are concerned 
about their own power and status.” “They have been bought and sold by Rome.”  Or “They just don’t get 
what God is calling them to.”

We are so conditioned to create an us and a them. Our imaginations are held captive to the binary. But God 
transcends every binary.

I fall into us vs. them all the time, if I’m willing to admit it: “That nonprofit is in the mayor’s pocket,” or “That 
group is afraid to take a stand because they might lose their funding.” In other words, they are not us, and 
we are better.

I don’t know if it’s a feature of internalized imperial Christianity or if it’s just something about human 
tendencies, but I do know it constrains possibility for solidarity and movement-building. And within 
Christianity, it feeds antisemitism.

We could actually imagine that the elders and chief priests feel a responsibility to the people they serve. 
They might actually recognize that with institutional authority comes responsibility. In the gospel of John, 
this motive is made explicit in the words of the chief priest Caiaphas, who asserts that the others don’t 
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understand “that it is better for you that one man should die for the people, not that the whole nation 
should perish.” This is his argument for the capture and execution of Jesus. He is afraid that Jesus’ brazen 
claiming of authority, or more accurately, the authority that the crowds project onto him, will cause Rome 
to feel threatened and bring violence to the whole community.

This actually seems like a legitimate concern to me. At least it is not something to be brushed away lightly. I 
wonder if Judas was persuaded…. 

I wonder if there were late-night conversations among the disciples.

How do we decide when it is important to push forward and insist on transformation, and when the risk 
is too high? Is it possible for radical frontline activism to “go to far” in such a way that endangers those the 
movement claims to want to liberate? Who is allowed to determine whether the cost could be too great? 

When Donald Trump was elected president, movement organizations of which I was a part had very 
hard conversations about the relative wisdom of direct action in a climate of increasing repression. These 
conversations are surging again in the wake of the indictment of 61 activists in Atlanta for defending the 
Weeklaunee Forest against attempts to build a massive police training facility there. The risks are mounting. 
At the same time, the risk of increasingly militarized, precision-trained police falls disproportionately on 
communities that are targeted for criminalization. The indictments in Atlanta are a guillotine poised over 
the head of an ailing democracy. Surely, we must resist, but how best should we do that? What is the most 
loving thing to do, keeping in mind our mandate to liberate those who are most targeted for oppression?

It seems to me there is a nuanced conversation to have about the motives of the chief priests and elders 
this Sunday that just might provide a bridge to more understanding of our frontline activism. May it be so.

Words for inspiration: 

“For as the blood of Christ had been shed on this earth, and had ascended to heaven for the salvation of 
sinners, and was now returning to earth again in the form of dew - and as the leaves on the trees bore the 
impression of the figures I had seen in the heavens, it was plain to me that the Saviour was about to lay down 
the yoke he had borne for the sins of men, and the great day of judgement was at hand.”

- Nat Turner
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Illinois becomes first state to end cash bail

CEO Fair Pay Report: See how much corporate leaders make compared with their employees

Virginia library faces potential shutdown over funding after children’s books are challenged
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