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Proverbs 31:10-31
Wisdom of Solomon 1:16-2:1, 12-22
Psalm 1
Psalm 54
James 3:13 – 4:3, 7-8a
Mark 9:30-37
Jeremiah 11:18-20

What links the texts this week? 

Our ambitions are deserving of deep contemplation. There is an unmistakeable conflict between the 
selfish ambitions of the wicked and those of the righteous. Do we aspire to roles in which we build 
some sense of security for ourselves at others’ expense? Do we aspire to roles that allow us to create 
a world more welcoming to children and other marginalized people? The way of the righteous is not 
easy. The way of the rightrous does not come with acclaim nor a high approval rating. Our texts insinu-
ate that it is up to us to decide between prestigious accolades and true discipleship.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Child God
God in Daycare
God at home with a weary parent
God at the whims of unhealed adults
God at the mercy of violent systems
God hiding under His desk
God, sole survivor of Her family buried under rubble  

Child God 
God of Vibrant Laughter
God of Holy Vulnerability
God of Open-Hearted Trust
God of Everyday Awe
God in Need of Protection
God of Inherent Worth

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


© 2024 enfleshed 

We yield to your needs
We relish your wonder
We honor you today & always

Opening Prayer

Child God—
We have forsaken you.
We have failed to protect you.
We—hurt children, now grown up—
have built a world too cruel for your glorious tenderness.
We are sorry, we are sorry, we are sorry.
We demand joyful places for you to play,
safe places for your to learn,
and loving places for you to belong.
Truly, when all of you are free, all of us are free.
With the fierceness of a cry
and the gentleness of a lullaby—
may it be so and amen.

Invitation to Offering

Child liberation theologian Rebecca Stevens-Walter says that we must “[understand] the oppression of 
children as an important distinction to make in the discussion of liberation.” Today we collect our offerings, 
honoring our desire for the collective liberation of all children everywhere and gathering our resources 
that it may be so.

Prayer of Dedication

Jesus, our teacher, you welcomed a child amidst your followers saying whoever welcomes one of these 
little children welcomes me. You understood that, in an anti-child world, if we put children first, the order 
required for liberation will fall into place. Bless our offerings to your vision of the Kin-dom of God, where 
all children are protected and honored for who they are. Amen.

Benediction

Child God Awaits Liberation!
Go Forth
Honoring Their Worth
Meeting Their needs
Insuring Their safety
Protecting Their joy
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SERMON PREP

Questions:
•	 When you experience fear in your spiritual journey, what do you do with it? How do you respond to it? What can 

you and your community use your fears to fuel?

•	 Where in your ministry are the experiences of children seen and centered? What could be contributing to the 

marginalization of children in your community?

•	 In what ways are conventional ambitions and ascensions appealing to you? What do they tell you about yourself and 

how you might be able to best serve your community regardless of title?

Application

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

Cosmic -This passage helps to illuminate the absurdity of the Christian story. Can you imagine being in your 
friend’s living room and they say, “I’ll be betrayed, they will kill me, and after I am killed I will rise again.” Except, 
even with more opacity, imagine your friend calling themselves “Son of Man” and speaking in the third person. 

But they did not understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask him.

This one line has the potential to liberate so many Christians navigating religious trauma. Here in the text, 
we have evidence that even Jesus’ own comrades did not understand him and were also afraid to ask him for 
further information. If Jesus’ own disciples could not decipher the meaning of his riddles, does it not also follow 
that modern Christians might have just as much of a challenge (if not more) in understanding, too? Even more, 
how many of us have felt shamed for having questions about something our religious leaders have said? How 
many of us have decided to swallow questions rather than appear insubordinate or out of order? 

The separation of lay people and religious professionals is baked into the power structures of many religious 
communities. In some ways, the professionalization of religious leaders helps to bring honor and clarity to an 
industry that requires care. However, in doing so, we also are confronted with the dynamic of undervaluing the 
genius of lay leadership and uncritically elevating religious leaders. When this happens, we have a harder time 
bridging the distance between the pew and the pulpit. We are right to be afraid. In some communities, asking 
the wrong kinds of questions can get you ejected from the circle.

But they did not understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask him.

The word used for fear in this passage is “phobeo.” It is the kind of fear that “seizes one with alarm” and even 
sends us into a place of “hesitation” lest we experience harm. It is also used to describe “reverence” as in 
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“God-fearing.” 

Dr. Ashon Crawley writes in a published email to his students during the early part of the pandemic, “it’s 
okay to be afraid.” This is a counter cultural message. We find ourselves entering circumstances where we 
are scared out of our minds. We are often pressured to deny our fear, but Crawley encourages us to “sit 
with it.”

“It’s ok to be afraid. These past days have felt very fuzzy and gray to me, very difficult to find the 
correct energies to think about syllabi and course rubrics. I am concerned about my family. I am 
thinking about my friends, hoping everyone is well. I am going to parks in order to walk (no one is 
there, so it’s ok). I am concerned about my well-being and those I hold dear. And I care about you all 
too … how you’re doing, how you’re making out with so many changes in so little time, the demands 
this makes on our bodies, the stress, the fear.”

He continues to reflect on the practice of “otherwise possibility.”

“Maroons—enslaved people that escaped plantations and created lives in woods and swamp 
interiors—engaged the dangerous practice of imagining other kinds of relations to one another, to the 
earth, to the world. And after imagining, they put into practice the desires they imagined. Imagination, 
the practice of otherwise possibility, is not the lack of fear, it does not mean one isn’t afraid. 
Imagination, the practice of otherwise possibility, is the recognition of—and honoring as sacred—fear 
and being afraid and moving in the direction of the alternative anyway, anyhow, in spite of.”

 But they did not understand what he was saying and were afraid to ask him.

We have much to fear in this world. Rather than denying our fear, Crawley invites us to think about our 
fear as fuel to “move in the direction of the alternative anyway.” If freedom is worth having, then we will be 
in the position to do things we’ve never done before to seek it. That means we will, as humans, be afraid. 
We might be proud, hopeful, optimistic, too. And, it’s okay to be afraid. 

What happens when fear keeps us from asking questions? For students at any level, questions are an 
important part of the learning process. Emma Chiappetta at Edutopia wrote on ways educators can 
encourage students to ask questions. 

1.	 “Present thought-provoking prompts.

2.	 Celebrate every question.

3.	 Turn questions into teachable moments.

4.	 Model question asking yourself.” 

Think of your most confounding religious ideas. Perhaps it is the concept of the virgin birth. Or maybe the 
miracles in the Bible feel impossible. What is a Trinity and what does it mean for me? What kind of God 
would allow for suffering and destruction to take place on this planet? Why would a good God sacrifice 
Their own child as collateral for sins I’ve not even planned to do yet? 

Who in your orbit would receive these questions well? Maybe these people are Christian, but maybe 
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they’re not. On our journey, we will come to believe new things and we will stop believing other things. As 
you are on this journey, be encouraged to seek comrades who are not judgemental when you are curious. 
These are your people. 

Structural - Whoever welcomes one such child in my name welcomes me, and whoever welcomes me welcomes 
not me but the one who sent me.

What does it mean to do something “in Jesus name?” Many songs and rituals are done in the name of Jesus. 
Perhaps a loving elder will anoint a child on their first day of school in the name of Jesus, hoping to cover 
them from any undue harm. 

In the name of Jesus, in the name of Jesus, we have the victory! 

In the name of Jesus, in the name of Jesus, Satan will have to flee! 

Tell me WHO can stand before us, when we call on that great name?

Jesus, Jesus, Precious Jesus, we have the victory! 

“In The Name of Jesus” is a congregational worship song that sings about Christ’s power. In Jesus’ name, all 
wicked spirits and powers must flee. Satan trembles at the sound of Christ’s name. Right? 

 In the last few moments of Sonya Massey’s life, she called on the name of Jesus. When the police arrived at 
her apartment, Sonya uttered the words, “I rebuke you in the name of Jesus.” Her spirit and her body sensed 
something was not right. In the language of many Black Christians (practicing or cultural), she offered an 
ancestral prayer. 

	 I rebuke you in the name of Jesus. 

Aricka Foreman offered a reflection on what this rebuke means, now that our beloved Sonya has been 
stolen from this realm. “If I still believed in the containers people put God in, Massey’s execution might have 
shattered my spirituality. The rebuke, the covering, didn’t work as I was taught it should.”

How do we negotiate the conflict of strong faith and what seems like even stronger oppression? In Winder, 
Georgia, a student opened fire at Apalachee High School. Four people are now dead. Each of them loved 
by someone, no doubt prayed over in some way. Each of them, sent into the world with care and love. 
Don’t these prayers (in Jesus’ name or not) matter? What happens when the prayers of the righteous don’t 
“availeth” anything? 

Dr. Starksy Wilson, President and CEO of Children’s Defense Fund wrote these words in a statement:

“Both community and state-sponsored violence rob children of peace and play. This year, we have already 
recorded 133 incidents of gunfire on school grounds in America, resulting in 38 deaths and 81 injuries, 
according to Everytown for Gun Safety. And that figure does not include today’s shooting in Georgia. As 
young people begin a new school year with new backpacks and supplies, we are reminded of an old, sad 
statistic: guns are the leading cause of death for children and youth in America.” 
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Then he took a little child and put it among them, and taking it in his arms.

Why would Jesus, in the middle of gathering his disciples for arguing about status, pick up a child and make 
them the object lesson? What is it about the child’s flesh that helps Jesus make his point? Why does the 
NRSV translation of this gospel (and others) refer to the child as “it,” or “the child?” Did anyone ask the 
child if they were open to being rendered as an object lesson? Whose baby was that?!*

If we are moved by the world we have today, what happens to children serves as a catalyst for the rest 
of us. Organizing on behalf of children is one way that societies find an opportunity to clarify their 
commitments. When Jesus picks up the child in the middle of his comments, he flips the debate on its head. 

You all are worrying about who is the greatest disciple, meanwhile, look at what these children are dealing 
with! Who is doing something on behalf of these children? Children are violated in quotidian ways and 
agency is often denied to them. What does it look like, then, to “welcome one such child in my name?” Why 
does Jesus align himself with children throughout the gospels? 

In the gospels, we do not have many images of Jesus as a child. We learn of him as he enters the world, and 
we then hear of him as his parents are trying to find him at twelve years old. In the Bible most Christian 
Churches use today, we do not have many glimpses of Jesus as a child. But, we do know that he was a child. 
He did not arrive on Earth as a fully grown adult. As much as editors and councils decided to remove these 
stories of his childhood, Jesus remembers his childhood. And others’. And ours. 

*These questions were collaboratively developed at the 2024 session of the WomanPreach Inc. Jarena Lee 
Preaching Academy. 

Interpersonal - “I only have one photo in my hands... and this photo represents the girl that will still be 
in the running towards becoming America’s Next Top Model.”

In the early 2000’s, model and entrepreneur Tyra Banks starred in and produced a reality television show 
in which the contestants were competing for a life-changing modeling career. At the end of every week, the 
contestants were judged on their performance in photoshoots and challenges. 

Almost twenty years later, the psychological violence done to contestants has been the subject of 
discussion. In one episode, Tyra Banks yelled at Tiffany Richardson, a contestant who was being sent home. 
In doing so, Banks created viral moments and gifs that we now use out of context. A red-headed, yelling Tyra 
Banks screams, “When my mother yells at me like this, it’s because she loves me. I was rooting for you, we 
were ALL rooting for you!”

Throughout the series, models were subjected to strange and sometimes abusive commands. Models were 
expected to wear “race-swapping” makeup, contestants were bullied for weight gain, subjected to triggering 
photo-shoot themes, pressured to perform a palatable sexuality and “tone down” queerness. All because 
they wanted to hear the famous words, “Congratulations, you are still in the running towards becoming 
America’s Next Top Model.”
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We may believe that we are more principled and mature than the disciples, or even the contestants on 
America’s Next Top Model. But sadly, because of how our society is constructed, competition is the standard. 
There are only so many positions posted, only so many fellowships available, only so many housing units 
listed. In order to meet the challenges of (false) scarcity, we are pressured to keep going beyond our limits. 
We are keenly aware that those who stay later at work are rewarded before those who set boundaries. 

In 2023, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration found that Amazon workers were “injured at 
a rate of 6.9 for every 100.”Jennifer Crane worked at Amazon and tore a ligament from “packing a case of 
sparkling water repetitively all day, along with dog food and Gatorades.” When asked why she would not or 
could not do anything else, she replied: 

“I’ve got to be able to support [my seven kids]. I have bills to pay but right now I’m in the fight to try to 
make it better there for everybody.”

Crane is organizing at her place of work to develop “a petition at her warehouse asking for a slower pace 
of work, more breaks, ergonomic changes, and equipment changes.” Because someone across the country 
wants a roll of toilet paper by tomorrow or a Lego set by the weekend, Amazon exploits workers to insist 
on quotas and inhumane work conditions. 

This passage makes us wonder, how are the disciples being funded to follow Jesus around? We know that 
there are people (primarily women like Joanna, Susanna and Mary Magdalene) who supported the practical 
elements of Jesus’ ministry. Yet, we do not have a clear sense, at least in the text, to show us what the 
disciples receive in return for following Christ. This passage makes us wonder, what was the reward for 
“being the greatest?” 

As the disciples and Jesus make their way to the house at Capernaum, Jesus asks, “what were you arguing 
about on the way?” There is an air of embarrassment, as the disciples are “silent.” At first, Jesus says, 
“whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all.” We can imagine that Jesus has confused the 
disciples again. So he tries to show rather than tell.

Look at this kid. Whoever is hospitable to this person, that’s the person I’m aligned with. And in doing so, 
you’re doing the work of God.

It follows, then, that anyone who is causing trouble for the children is also violating the will of God. What 
can it look like, though, to welcome the child? Does that necessarily mean all of us should be youth pastors 
or teachers? Of course not. But in all of our lives, we have a responsibility to think about the ways our 
works impact the vulnerable among us. Children, elders, people of marginalized genders, disabled folk, 
anyone racialized as other than White, people caught in genocidal violence throughout the globe. How do 
our commercial farming practices, for example, impact the vulnerable among us? We already know that 
the number one polluter in the world is the U.S. military. How is war changing the globe for generations 
to come? Do we really need that package today, or can it wait a few days? Can we choose a different place 
to shop in alignment with the BDS movement? Can we spend our money, time and energy in better ways 
during the holidays? 

Jesus teaches us that whatever we do has consequences. Rather than arguing about whose follower count 
streaming statistics are more powerful, Jesus tells us to do the work that changes the world for the better. 
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Words for inspiration:

Recess Therapy is a platform that centers the voices and perspectives of young children in 
all of their silliness and wise absurdity.

 

in.

 
Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

South Side residents losing their homes push for housing reform: ‘This is our city’

Ethiopia hits out at Egypt as Nile dam row escalates

A remote tribe is reeling from widespread illness and cancer. What role did the US government play?

Democrats unite to center reproductive rights as Republicans flail on abortion

UK: Green Party ‘makes history’ by declaring Israel’s war in Gaza a ‘genocide’

August[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought 
partners]
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