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September 24, 2023

Exodus 16:2-15
Psalm 105:1-6, 37-45
Jonah 3:10-4:11
Psalm 145:1-8
Philippians 1:21-30
Matthew 20:1-16

What links the texts this week?

Our contrived perceptions of fairness and justice can come in conflict with divine grace. We trust that
the sweet generosity of our Source is worthy of every hallelujah until we notice someone receiving
benefits of a higher value for the same or less that we have invested. We are full of worship until our
Deliverer disrupts our notions of who is and isn’t deserving. And this is the sacred work of grace - to
invite us all not only into solidarity and compassion but compersion as we are solaced by knowing our
turn soon comes; we know that the new day will bring new manna to satisfy all.

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

Call to worship

The earth was made for flourishing
Life longs to bloom and blossom

Created in God’s image, born of Love itself
We each have a role, we each play a part

In service to each other and all our creaturely kin
We trust in our offerings

We nurture each other

We take hope in our collective potential

May the Creator of Life come and thrive among us
Opening prayer
Divine Love, you have woven life together so that we depend on each other. The air we breathe. The food

we eat. The belonging we seek. All held together by a larger web of life. As greed and exploitation stretch
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thin the resources of our shared lives, you call us to the work of reimagining. How to contribute. How to
receive. How to heal and repair. Teach us how to be faithful in these days. Amen.

Invitation to offering

Here, in this place, we recognize each other as inherently worthy of love, care, and access to basic
resources. As the body of Christ, we share in struggle and we share in joy. As an act of this faith, let us
bring our resources together.

Prayer of dedication

Holy One, we live amidst systems and norms that teach us to measure our worth according to how

much money we make, what social status we bear, or how well we fit in. These stories about us and our
neighbors lead us astray. Help us to recognize in ourselves and each other, a beloved nature. One that calls
forth our compassion, creativity, and courage. That we may sustain life together. Amen.

Benediction

May we leave here with a renewed sense of love for the world that holds us.
Practicing gratitude for the plants. For the stars. For the water and the soil.
May we remember our place in the whole of things.

That we might protect life. And be in service to love.

May we nurture a world where thriving is the common goal.

In body, in soul, in community - may the Spirit of Flourishing be our guide.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  What is the work your soul must have? How do you invite your community members into discerning their

dreams or call (not only in vocational or professional sense)?

*  What steps does your spiritual leadership take to prevent labor exploitation in your faith context? What are

embodied some ways to ensure that volunteer work doesn’t become extractive?

* In what ways can your faith community operate in ways that are surprisingly generous to others? Who is most

qualified to ensure that your community’s generosity remains reparative?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Min. Candace Simpson (she/her).

Cosmic - It doesn’t matter when you accept Christ into your life.As long as you welcome him in, you’ll get into heaven.

Depending on the kind of Youth Ministry you were exposed to, you may have heard this phrase. Matthew 20
is often used to illuminate that the wages of good work will be the same for everyone.The last will be first
and the first will be last. If you welcomed Christ into your heart on your deathbed, as the theology insinuates,
you're just as loved as the one who has been in Sunday School since elementary school. The interaction with
Jesus and the other political prisoners on their respective crosses illuminates this.

One says to Jesus, “remember me when you come into your kingdom,” to which Jesus responds,“Truly |

tell you, today you will be with me in paradise.” In his own last few breaths, Jesus makes room for the ones
crucified with him. He does not run these people through an application process, ask for references, or ask why
they ended up in this position. Perhaps it is the empathy of knowing he is being crucified without wrongdoing
that makes him more gracious than most. If the State can target him, then certainly he is not the first, last, or
only to be treated in such a way. Jesus demonstrates that a plea to be remembered is a vulnerable one, and it
should be honored.

But what if “getting into heaven” was not the aim? What could the alluded-to wages have been?

In its most literal sense, Jesus contrives a story about a landowner and a cohort of workers.The reward was a
daily wage.What, besides money, would be worth your time and effort at the end of the day? For some of us,
what makes our work worth it is the satisfaction we can bring to those we serve. For others, we are fulfilled
when we feel like our labor has made a difference in the world.

There have been several studies and news articles on the dynamics of a COVID-era workforce. Many writers
(with conservative funders) lament that people are “quiet quitting” and “no one wants to work anymore.”
These writers seem to conveniently forget that the United States claims at least one million reported deaths
from the virus, as well as new disabilities and chronic illnesses that emerged after testing positive.

However, there have also been a host of reflections that highlight disillusionment with our relationship to work,
all made visible by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. How do we rationalize and reconcile the hours we spend
on a given task? For most of us, this is a question of luxury.We simply do not have the freedom to wonder
introspectively about “the point of our work.” We are forced to endure a series of dehumanizing encounters
only to receive a paycheck that disrespects our living. At least in this vignette, each worker is paid a “daily
wage.” There is no worse feeling than working for a day and learning that your received wages are less than
what the work required of you.Who wants to get on a train for $2.90 and be paid $50 in a gift card that may
arrive 2 weeks from now?

And yet, in the world to come, each of us will have to contribute something to the greater community. This is
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to be distinguished from the kind of work we are doing now under capitalism. Lauren Olamina, in Octavia E.
Butler’s Parable of the Sower series, helps us to think about what generative work can look like through and
after dystopia. In her community called Acorn, Lauren facilitates a dynamic in which people each contribute
their abilities to the good of the whole.At least for a time, the community of Acorn is a thriving one in
which people can contribute (and receive) according to their need.

What are your reasons? What brings you delight and makes you feel like your work is worth it? Have you
ever felt satisfied after a day of work? To be clear, this is not about the work we do in offices or for pay.This
is an invitation to think about the way you want to spend your time.These dreams are spiritual matters—
they help us to think about the kind of world we want to live in. Questions like these inspire reflections
about fairness and about the kind of labor we wish to expend.

Structural - and he said to them, You also go into the vineyard, and | will pay you whatever is right.’

Have you ever wondered if there was a more efficient way to board a plane? Most airlines send the first
class passengers through the boarding process, followed by business or comfort travelers, followed by the
main cabin. But most planes board from the front of the plane.As people begin to load on the aircraft,
they sometimes cause traffic jams in the very tight plane. Someone may need to unexpectedly check their
luggage because it’s too large for the overhead storage. Or maybe a parent has to run their child to the
restroom before takeoff. In both cases, we depend on the kindness of other travelers to let us move ahead
or around them. Either way, being on planes can make us wonder if there’s a better way to do this.

Planes are not built with most flyers in mind. If you use mobility aids, every plane ride is a risk to your
accommodations. In 2022, the ten largest airlines damaged over | 1,000 mobility aids like wheelchairs and
scooters. Such a rate of damage is more than a statistic; each damaged mobility aid is the story of a person
who is now forced to make an expensive choice. In addition, the average plane does not fit the body size

of most people flying. Seatbelt extenders are available, but do not account for the painful and dangerous
squeezing that occurs during travel. Children are forced to endure sensory pain, and parents are shamed for
it all. Trans people can experience violent pat-downs and questions about genitalia, and Black people may
have their hair inspected. And anyone with a “suspicious” last name is subject to delays and being detained,
all while staff insist that the move is not racially motivated. There are no consistent mask policies, putting
every human being who flies (and their loved ones) at risk.

Flying is very rarely delightful. The system, like so many other corporate structures, is designed to get as
many people to their destination as possible, as cheaply as possible.

But what would happen if flying were designed with the last in mind? Can you imagine the benefits for all
people flying if there was a clear and consistent mask policy? What kind of flying experience might all of us
have if the aisles were wider, seats were spaced out further; and the ceiling was less restrictive? Are there
safe ways to build new structures that accommodate more kinds of people?
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The magic of this passage is that it is contrived. Parables are a glimpse into Christ’s imagination.They are
not news reports. Instead, they are carefully crafted stories-within-the-Story that demonstrate Jesus’ noble
attempts to help the disciples see what he’s trying to do. Ultimately, there is no landowner and there are no
real workers... except there are.

Each of us can empathize with the feelings and experiences expressed in this passage. Perhaps we have been
“standing idle” and someone gave us an opportunity to work for a decent wage. Or we have been standing
idle until the end of the day, waiting for an opportunity to work and no one has hired us.And yes, many of
us have had to manage our feelings when we feel someone has earned more relative to the work we have
perceived they may do.These feelings can be rich places from which to organize. In an essay at Religion in
Revolt, Dwayne David Paul argues,

“The wages of American workers haven’t kept up with their productivity since 1973. In the 50 years from
1973 to 2013, hourly wages increased just 9.2% while productivity increased 74.4%. Everyday people
have created so much value yet benefited so little. The wealth generated by that immense productivity
could have been shared with employees in the form of increased pay, shorter shifts, safer conditions,
greater retirement contributions, family and medical leave, and poured back into the country’s well-being
via taxation. Instead, they captured it as profit. ‘Profit’ isn’t a neutral term.”

These feelings and experiences we have regarding fairness are most useful when we aim them at people
who actually do less work than us, exploit our labor; and actively rob entire communities of possible futures.
It is right to be angry that your labor is exploited; it is misplaced to be angry that a food service worker is
advocating for a living wage that rivals yours as a college graduate. Our anger should be reserved for the
people who are actively capturing our possibilities. All that we need for the relieving outcomes of increased
quality of life, safer workplace conditions, and dignified leave is already in the pot, but as Paul notes, it has
been “captured as profit.”

Let us never forget that in 2020, the US government issued direct checks to many citizens in the United
States. In round |, each income tax filer received $1200, and $500 per child via the CARES Act. Round 2
distributed $600 to each filer and $600 per child, and Round 3 issued $1400 per filer and $1400 per child.
We also witnessed the Child Tax Credit which helped to reduce child poverty.The credit “lifted nearly 4
million children out of poverty and reduced that number of households that reported not having enough
food.”

I will pay you whatever is right.
We long for, and organize for, a world in which this is true for all of us.
Interpersonal - We do not know what makes each cohort of workers different from the next in this

vignette. Jesus does say that those hired at the last round had looked for work but no one had hired them.
But why?

© 2023 enfleshed




There is an early morning cohort,a 9 o’clock cohort, one at noon, 3 p.m.and 5 p.m. Each of these times
indicates new waves of hopeful workers coming to the marketplace searching for work.Why do they

come at these times and in these waves? We might make value judgments about those who show up at the
earliest hour available. After all, the “early bird gets the worm.” Didn’t they get the message? It’s time to rise
and grind!

But maybe those in the later cohorts had family emergencies to attend to. Perhaps someone in the 3 PM
cohort is still nursing and needed more time with their new baby. Or maybe someone at the 5 PM cohort
was having a debilitating anxiety attack, all triggered by their status as a disposable worker. Don’t all these
people need to eat today?

Work is a dynamic that encompasses so much of how we socialize. Often, when we meet someone, we
ask “what do you do?” Of course, this is not always a question designed to size someone up, but it can
often feel like that. Especially if you have the kind of job that is not respected in our society, you may feel
embarrassed or stumble over the question.

Still, Jesus disrupts the idea that more work (and when you show up) should be tied to your ability to

feed yourself on any given day. Modern-day studies suggest that there may be merit to a shorter workday
for most employees.While some researchers feel compelled to point out that shorter work days can be
more productive, we should also consider the emotional and spiritual benefits of having to work at a more
dignified rate.

What are your assumptions that you carry when you meet someone and they share what they do for
work? Are you likely to be curious about how that impacts their life, or are you likely to put that person in
a box in your mind?

Jesus himself (at least in the voice of the landowner) argues, “Friend, | am doing you no wrong; did you not
agree with me for a denarius? Take what belongs to you and go; | choose to give this last the same as | gave
to you.Am | not allowed to do what | choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because | am

generous?”

This vignette feels absurd because it almost never goes that way. Rarely do we hear of landlords giving
tenants free rent and upgrades to their units.And rarely do we hear of bosses giving bonuses to employees
unexpectedly. In fact, these are so rare in our world that they often make local news headlines when they
do occur. Generosity is rare, and for the workers in this text, it is the source of anger. It illuminates an
eternal paradox for many humans under imperial conditions.When we are in need, we want the boss to be
generous.When we are satisfied, we rant that “no one wants to work anymore.” It is a sign of successful
hegemonic social programming when workers begin to believe that the enemy is their fellow laborer; and
not the person cutting the check.

But how do we eradicate that thinking from our minds? How can we learn to empathize with our fellow
laborers, especially toward the end of solidarity among us? Jesus gives a clue.
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So the last will be first, and the first will be last.

In a just society, each of us will get our turn to be first and to be last. Unfortunately, many of us have learned
to accept that we will often be last, or often be first. But there are other ways to order our society. In his
dreamy utopian hymn, Saturn, Stevie Wonder imagines a world where “the air is clean” and “we put back all
the things we use.” At the end of his song, there is a skit of children playing. The children are arguing about
who gets to go first, and one child chimes in “let her go by herself, okay then we gon’ take turns.” And all
the children begin to sing, “Strawberry shortcake, cream on top, tell me the name of your sweetheart.” The
wisdom of the children’s problem-solving strategy oozes as the music and skit begin to fade out. Part of
building a just society is ensuring that everyone gets a turn.

Words for inspiration:

Listen or check out the lyrics to “Saturn” by Stevie Wonder.

Sources

Parable of the Sower, Octavia E. Butler

Parable of the Talents, Octavia E. Butler

Parables as Subversive Speech, William Herzog
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20220711-the-case-for-a-six-hour-workday

https://www.gallup.com/workplace/398306/quiet-quitting-real.aspx

https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2022/09/quiet-quitting-trend-employee-disengage-
ment/671436/

https://covid19.who.int/region/amro/country/us
https://www.forbes.com/sites/marisadellatto/2022/03/28/kim-kardashians-widely-mocked-nobody-wants-to-

work-comments-taken-out-of-context-she-says/?sh=2acb0c62407d

https://genius.com/Stevie-wonder-saturn-lyrics

https://www.religionrevolt.org/latest/they-need-us-they-owe-us

https://www.travelweekly.com/Travel-News/Airline-News/Poor-handling-wheelchairs-continues-plague-air-

lines

https://www.usatoday.com/story/travel/airline-news/2022/11/11/disabled-travelers-say-airlines-dam-
age-wheelchairs-too-often/8291964001/
https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2023-01-03/child-tax-credit-expired- stimulus#:~:text=But%20as%20
the%20pandemic%20receded,compared%20with%20the%20month%20before
https://www.pandemicoversight.cov/news/articles/update-three-rounds-stimulus-checks-see-how-many-

went-out- and-how-much
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

The Roots of Christian Nationalism Go Back Further Than You Think

Texas’ political environment driving faculty to leave, survey finds
In “The Aunties,” Farmers Donna Dear and Paulette Greene Continue Harriet Tubman’s Legacy
Why the Destruction of a Black Neighborhood Matters to Me — and Should Matter to Everyone

Grieving inside a total institution.
[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.”

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, SUR|, 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.
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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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