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Exodus 20:1-4, 7-9, 12-20
Psalm 19
Isaiah 5:1-7
Psalm 80:7-15
Philippians 3:4b-14
Matthew 21:33-46

What links the texts this week? 

We are finding God in unexpected places: At the end of decades of wandering, in the open expanse 
of the sky, in a neglected briar patch, in the space left by plucked fruits that were only good for 
animals, and in the stone the builders rejected. Our Deliverance may not always come in shining lights 
and bursts of visible power. We learn, instead, that there is power in removal and divestment, that 
creation can happen in withdrawal. Abolition may pave a way for a new world.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to Worship 

God, the Creator, invites us into the art of shaping shared life
Together, we craft our moral and political, cultural and material lives
Neither saviors nor helpless, we all play a part
We honor, too, all that is beyond our control

In this web of life we share, we seek to live with integrity
Aligning our beliefs and our actions
Prioritizing love for our neighbors
Reckoning with the risks required

May the Spirit come and inspire us, co-creators with God

Opening Prayer

Holy Friend, Holy Companion, Maker of Life and Breath, we acknowledge the world we live in is 
complicated. So few choices are morally pure. So few resources are untouched by exploitation of earth or 
neighbor. We can feel stuck. Overwhelmed. At a loss as to how to live responsibly. But we do wish to do 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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what is right and just. In the midst, we pray for your support, that we might be a collective of thoughtful, 
reflective, and committed people. Amen. 

Invitation to offering

While our joy and peace arise from our own acts of integrity, so much of the lasting change we long 
for comes through the work of community. In this spirit, let us bring together the resources we have - 
materially, spiritually, and relationally. That we may be of service to God, each other, and the world.

Prayer of Dedication

Spirit of Justice, with humility we call upon you. Come, and speak your truth. Come, and confront our 
complicity. Come, and enable our courage. We wish to be faithful with all our resources: Our time. Our 
energy. Our money and our power. May we be motivated not by profit nor individual gain, but by care for 
each other and the earth. May it be so. Amen. 

Benediction

Our world is complicated but God’s clarity is a guide
Food for the hungry
Freedom for the captives
Shelter for all
Joy as a birthright
May we go with passionate commitment
to leaving behind systems that keep God’s dreams from manifesting among us
And to co-creating pockets of radical love.
The kindom is always close, may we live as if it is so.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 Has the Divine completed their creation? What does your tradition have to say about humanity’s role 
in creation? How can you use or adjust your tradition’s framing to inspire your community towards 
social transformation?

•	 Does your spiritual community support any withdrawal or abolitionist efforts? How might you all ritu-
alize divestment from unjust systems?

•	 How has your faith community received words or “songs” of indictment? What tends to be the re-
sponse, and how can these responses better center victims and those most impacted?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Casey Overton (she/they).

Cosmic - What a dark little tune. The vineyard song is clearly not meant to serve as any precise or scientific 
account of divine activity. The song’s allegory therefore provides no satisfying answer on where divine activity 
begins or ends. Where the song appears to be suggesting a creative process, creation has not responded 
appropriately, seemingly at no fault of the Creator. Still, this song, as Harper Collins editors describe it, “...
operates on several levels - as a love song, judicial parable, and judgment oracle.” The latter two functions 
necessitated responsibility on the part of the people to repent their ongoing sabotage of the creative project. 
But according to this song, the people have failed.  

This song presents several challenges to concepts still widely held within Christian communities. One of the 
first is divine omniscience because the Grower is seized by genuine surprise and confoundment that their 
choice vines have only yielded bad fruit. God is disappointed when the return isn’t what was expected. God’s 
creation is revealed as an experiment.

Then comes the scary part. The grower doesn’t opt for fires, floods, plagues or any of the other expected 
nuclear responses. In this case They opt… out. God rage-quits and sends the entire vineyard into neglect. All 
of the investment of the beginning of the song is reversed in the latter half because the experiment’s failure 
is immutable. Just as quickly as we see this work of creation unfold on the part of the Grower, the failed 
experiment sends them into a fit of uncreation. It reads as though the people’s suffering has become a new goal 
and only punishment remains for their ruined future. This may be the predominant reading for valid reason. 
This image of God withdrawing Themself is a disturbing one until we look to some traditions that may help us 
reframe this nightmare into a hopeful dawn, even if the text itself does not endeavor to do so.

Readers of kabbalistic texts may see in this withdrawal tzimtzum where God’s withdrawal is recognized as 
an act imperative in the creation process as Daniel C. Matt explains, “Before the creation of the world [The 
Infinite] withdrew itself into its essence, from itself to itself within itself. It left an empty space within its 
essence, in which it could emanate and create.”

Luisah Teish in Jambalaya notes how the Ngombe people of Congo recognize God as “One who clears the 
forest” and “One who fills everything.” Perhaps this text has introduced us to the Forest Clearer.  

Even in our Christian tradition, the less popular apophatic approach acknowledges that God can be present 
and creative in the negative. The Episcopal Dictionary of the Church explains how, 

“Western or Latin theology has generally been more positive (scientific) in its approach to human 
knowledge of God, but the apophatic is found in both the theological and the mystical tradition. Thomas 
Aquinas, for example, begins his Treatise on God with the statement, ‘Now we cannot know what God is, 
but only what God is not; we must therefore consider the ways in which God does not exist, rather than 
the ways in which God does.’”
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But if we’re still finding ourselves among bad fruit, is the void not an opportunity for us to consider that 
we might not be fulfilling some critical role in the creative project? Where we may see this as within God’s 
responsibility as the Creator, creation may be responsible for that which falls within agency handed over to 
it by the divine. Humanity has been charged with intuiting where divine agency ends and creation’s agency 
begins, but even here is assumed a separation between the work of God and humanity that doesn’t quite 
explain how human agency bestowed by the divine ceases to be divine itself.  

If we are completely separate from God, we will see these moments of withdrawal as neglect to doom and 
destruction. If we share in the Grower’s divinity, Spirit becomes enfleshed in us as we have been adequately 
resourced by the Divine and may choose to co-create our lived circumstance anew.

Structural - A heated debate is raging social media concerning children’s academic performance as 
teachers voice their concerns about children not achieving basic literacy skills for their grade level. Amidst 
a shower of accusatory questions, little consensus has emerged regarding who should take primary 
responsibility for this bad fruit in the form of undereducation. We’ve seen a withdrawal take place within 
our school system. The Grower in our text calls us to action, painfully asserting that we’ve been given 
everything we need to sow good fruit. When the good vines produce trash, we know that the responsibility 
is ours, and revolution is unfortunately a group project. 

Withdrawal has very complicated ethical terrain where humanity is concerned. For Source in this text not 
to withdraw would be to resource economic war and devastation. As we examine how the character and 
methods of withdrawal impact its suitability for creative transformation, we may consider how this has been 
applied rightly and wrongly in our contexts. 

Reaganomics and No Child Left Behind operated from a theory that withdrawal from people and systems 
would fix them. It was a punitive approach. Schools were never properly resourced, so the notion that a 
grower tried all he could wasn’t true. Reaganomics placed the onus on school (and other care) systems 
to fix themselves with dwindling resources. The oversight was carceral and one that eventually sought 
“infractions” to justify more neglect. 

Meanwhile, there is a withdrawal taking place that intends a holistic and serious response to this terrifying 
trend as its horror mounts in the gleaming eyes of our less-educated future. People are taking their kids 
out of school. Instead, parents have taken to homeschooling and unschooling in growing numbers. This 
has led to the creation of homeschool cooperatives like Cultural Roots Homeschool Cooperative where 
children are educated in a resource-sharing collective that prioritizes values that traditional schooling won’t. 
“Cultural Roots Homeschool Cooperative is a culturally centered and liberated space for families, located 
in Richmond, Virginia. We intentionally center our programming around the diverse cultural attributes, 
traditions, and histories of Black, Brown, & Indigenous communities.”

We can view these contrasting withdrawal approaches as the difference between a parent who punitively 
sends a child away without meals and a parent who watches from a distance as their child proudly 

http://www.milwaukeeindependent.com/thom-hartmann/40-year-con-trickle-reaganomics-republicans-toxic-class-warfare-spreads-poverty/
https://www.britannica.com/topic/No-Child-Left-Behind-Act
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assembles a sloppy sandwich after they have been taught and resourced to do so. Neither parent prepares a 
meal, but only one has prepared the child; only by the parent’s gradual, loving withdrawal (not preparing the 
meal themselves) can this child’s capabilities be proven and strengthened. (Have you ever seen someone who 
never cooks clumsily negotiate with a stove for a rare self-made meal?) Withdrawal doesn’t have to be cruel. 
We can divest with intent and a strategy towards transformative creation. Politically, this strategy is called 
abolition.

Divestment means not calling the police and not voting for people who want to further fund that 
irredeemable system. Withdrawal could be a decision to be very intentional with clothing and product 
purchases so as not to feed ecocidal consumerism. Divestment may mean leaving that denomination that has 
proven its willingness to sacrifice marginalized people to thwart declining numbers or ego. Withdrawal may 
look like exploring a career change that will make your 40+ hours a week just a tad more ethical. 

Interpersonal - CW gun violence in schools

This song is no party rock anthem. Sad and biting, it is part punk rock part blues part requiem part diss track 
part gospel/spiritual. Even as the vineyard song begins as a love song, it would have been set somewhere 
within a string of other judgments, revealing early that it’s sentimental start would not be sustained. 

A song as an indictment is brazen, but not foreign. It reminds me of how many of us reacted as we settled 
into the suspected knowing that the multiplatinum hit “Pumped up Kicks” is written from the perspective 
of a school shooter who, thanks to the consistency of our doomed state, we presume can carry out the 
massacre. That’s what makes the song so chilling. While the performing band “Foster the People” have not 
overly politicized the creepy carousel of choruses, they were intentional in calling attention to this horrific 
reality. The song’s ubiquity corresponds with the universality of this fear for the American child. Those who do 
send their children to school do so knowing that there is a seemingly growing risk they may be gunned down. 

We felt generally helpless to this threat, and we as high schoolers at its release decided to sing about it since 
there was nothing else to do besides tell long-told, off-color jokes about being nice to the weird kid.  Adults 
responded to school massacres with terror and fury but next to zero collective action. The sordidly sweet 
melody still rings with the American public as we accepted this dystopia for our most vulnerable. 

Thus, the oracle or judgment had been passed as we all casually repeated the haunting manifesto of the not-
quite-fictional adolescent mass murderer. We had numbed ourselves to the imagined mindscape of a monster 
and accepted our potential fate with feeble, shaking prayers that the odds might remain in our favor. We knew 
there would be more violent death - briars and thorns where we should have ripened grapes. We just hoped 
it wouldn’t be our school. We high schoolers cheerfully sang-cried this indictment of the entire nation to no 
avail. Two years later, Sandy Hook. Ten years later, mass shootings have nearly tripled. The prophecy fulfilled.

Once you hear a song or cries like this, how does community respond? When someone’s cry outs someone 
as an abuser, how does community respond? What is the way to repair? How would receive a song like this 
from a prophet? 

© 2023 enfleshed 
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Sources
 
Jambalaya by Luisah Teish
Harper Collins Study Bible
The Essential Kabbalah by Daniel C. Matt
https://genius.com/Foster-the-people-pumped-up-kicks-lyrics
https://abc7.com/amp/texas-school-shooting-uvalde-nra-gun-control/11894196/ 
https://culturalrootsco-op.com/
https://www.britannica.com/topic/No-Child-Left-Behind-Act
https://reason.org/commentary/homeschooling-is-on-the-rise-even-as-the-pandemic-recedes/
https://www.episcopalchurch.org/glossary/apophatic/

Words for inspiration: 

Listen or check out the lyrics to Mr. Backlash by Nina Simone

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Fbi Warned Sikhs In The U.s. About Death Threats After Killing Of Canadian Activist

How Africans wrote their own history: Debates and dialogues between four west African historians

Research Warns White Supremacists Are Building a Shadow Militia 

Netanyahu Shows Map of “New Middle East” — Without Palestine — to United Nations

A new Supreme Court case could trigger a second Great Depression

[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought 
partners]
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https://www.africanhistoryextra.com/p/how-africans-wrote-their-own-history
https://www.voanews.com/a/research-warns-white-supremacists-are-building-a-shadow-militia-/7280445.html
https://truthout.org/articles/netanyahu-shows-map-of-new-middle-east-without-palestine-to-united-nations/
https://www.vox.com/scotus/2023/9/23/23864355/supreme-court-cfpb-unconstitutional-consumer-financial-fifth-circuit-great-depression


October 8,  2023

© 2023 enfleshed 

Commentaries Author
 

Casey Overton (she/they) is a radical communications strategist and spiri-
tual activist who is deeply vested in the development of healing cultures. 
They are the editor of “Liturgy that Matters”, an enfleshed publication. 
She also serves as the associate director of communications for an 
organization that supports organizing and advocacy for housing justice. 
As a multispiritual worker, they love being immersed in cooperative 
interfaith dialogue while creating restorative space for those marginalized 
within or beyond faith institutions. She’s also an amateur poet, nap-taker, 
and time-bender. She resides in the stolen Powhatan lands now called 
Richmond, VA. Follow her on Facebook and Twitter for more content 
and updates!

Liturgy Author 

M Jade Kaiser (formerly M Barclay) is co-founder and co-director of 
enfleshed. M wonders, wrestles, and works in the places where 
spirituality, activism, culture(s), and creativity entangle. Over the last 
decade, they have had the pleasure of collaborating and working in spaces 
and movements of shared longing and action such as Texas Freedom 
Network, Faith in Harm Reduction, SURJ, UmForward, Reconciling 
Ministries Network, ONE Northside, and other collectives of organizers, 
religious communities, and creators. In their spare time, they seek out 
creaturely encounters and enjoy working with stained glass.

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 
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permissions are needed to livestream worship using these resources. 

Email info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.

https://www.facebook.com/caseyovertonprofessional
https://twitter.com/CaseyOverton1

