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What links the texts this week?

Our selected texts are beautiful reminders that conditions change. Manna will give way to wheat

and grain. Secrecy and anguish give way to mercy and redemption. Separation and distance give way

to reconciliation and intimacy. The circumstances will not remain as they are, and these scriptures
suggest that they cannot. Divinity may be the substance of change.We keep our faith, we hope, we
pray, we gather knowing that Creator will see to the natural shifts of a planetary system that relies on
revolution. This keeps everything in balance.This is how forces are reconciled.We are alive, living, on a
living planet. What a mercy it is that we know change ‘gon come.

ORDER OF WO RSH IP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship
after Luke 15

Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them.
(Each one of us is beloved)

Doesn’t he leave the ninety-nine in the open country
(Each life—worthy of community, nourishment, and safety)

and go dfter the lost sheep until he finds it?
(Every system that degrades life—worthy of undoing)

Rejoice with me; | have found my lost sheep!
(The Holy seeks us with Her care. Thanks be to God.)

Opening Prayer
Restorying God—expand the stories we tell to ourselves about this moment in time:

Turn our faces from despair towards courageous possibility


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

Connect us to the wisdom of our liberating ancestors
Sooth our nervous systems towards the embodiment of peace
Practice with us the daily-making of hope

Restorying God—expand the stories we tell to ourselves about this moment in time.Amen.
Invitation to Offering

All you tired, all you rested, all you underpaid, all you with cushion in your bank accounts, all you heavy with
burden, all you full of ease—come, for we are the story of God’s Interconnected Love. Whoever has two
tunics is to share with who has none. We gather our offerings that it may be so.

Prayer of Dedication

Cosmic Love, we dedicate our gifts to the undoing of violent systems that create poverty and weariness.
Guard us from mindless consuming towards interdependent thriving. Co-create with us sacred enoughness.
Amen.

Benediction
Even today Holy Love seeks you,

singing songs of wonderful possibility.
Go with God who goes with us.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  What faith narratives have you held that you may need to restory using other sacred texts!? Is this
something that your tradition supports or resists and why?

*  What is your visceral reaction to all that could seem “unfair” about the prodigal son parable? How
could you validate varied readings of this parable from those in your faith community?

* How can you strengthen your collective capacity for compassionate accountability that doesn’t rely on
making people feel small?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Grey Oletsa (they/she).

Cosmic - The parable of the prodigal son is one that people often hear and place themselves within specific
roles as far as it suits them. Some feel a strong resonance with the younger son. Others are drawn to what the
older son represents. Maybe parents see themselves reflected in the symbol of the father. Regardless of where
you find yourself in the story, | am drawn to imagine God as a great force of restorying.

When we interact with well-loved and familiar stories from our faith traditions of origin, our families of origin
and other sites that carry meaning for us, in our minds, we may be engaging with the same story. However,
when we look at the way memories work, we are invited to understand that we build new layers of meaning

every time we interact with something from memory.When God through Jesus exercises storytelling, They
are encouraging us to build new, intentional layers of meaning. Almost anyone in the audience could imagine
or remember a disagreement with their parents.The parable would be close to home, dramatic enough to
reinvigorate the imagination.

Restorying is a novel term and, as far as | know, there isn’t one agreed-upon definition for this kind of creative
activity. In this paper on the empowerment of Indigenous peoples, it is defined as “rewriting already existing

stories.” When | think of restorying, | think of returning to a parable that carried a distinct kind of sacredness
or importance within our culture and reframing it in a way that allows us to engage with it meaningfully in our
current time. It is no secret that when we read parables through a westernized lens, much context is lost. One
valuable and important way of addressing this loss is becoming more familiar with the culture from which the
original audience was drawn.

For them, the tax collectors were representatives of an oppressive force, the colonizing empire of Rome. Jesus’
open interaction with tax collectors was not only politically incorrect; it was most likely viewed as a betrayal

of his kin.When Jesus speaks about the lost sheep, perhaps the people present see him as that wandering
figure.When the prodigal son asks for an early cash-out on his inheritance and relocates to a place where

he would squander the hard work represented by both the wealth and upbringing he received, the audience
would understand that Jesus is speaking about someone who has detached from their home, family and culture.
Rightfully, the audience would take issue with such a figure.

When Jesus tells the story of relationship fracture here, the expected conclusion of this narrative is that the
fracture will remain. Generation after generation, the cycle must continue, right? By telling a story where the
prodigal son is restored in his family, sacred symbols are being relocated.The father figure in Eden casts out his
children following their consumption of the forbidden fruit; this father rushes out to feed his child following
his return from a horrible season in his life. The invocation of a father figure works to restory a narrative that
has perpetuated a cycle of strife and enmity. Here, Jesus tells a Truth, restorying Eden. God is saying that They
are deeply invested in reconciliation, even at the cost of previous perceptions of respectability or patriarchal
detachment.

This framing of this parable challenges our capacity to engage creatively with our storytelling, and further, our
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https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/am-i-right/201307/your-memory-isnt-what-you-think-it-is
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capacity to imagine new worlds and ways of being. Reconciliation is about harmonizing two parts, a reality
and a possibility. Like God, should the desire to shift a narrative arise, the power to do so is within reach,

wrapped in curiosity. For the one courageous enough to restory, the opportunity to shift sacred symbols

for the nourishment of our current context is ripe.

Structural - As we work towards new and intentional narratives, our structures are also influenced

by these new motions of purpose.Within the parable of the prodigal son, the father responds to the
attitude of the older brother, naming it inappropriate.Yet, his response to his younger brother’s return

was supported culturally and on a personal level, considering he experienced the effects of his brother’s
unceremonious departure.When we look at the structures we uphold, even as people who value humanity,
justice, and equity, do these structures provide for the ways people will become wayward and the effects of
these expressions?

When the younger brother receives the treatment of an honored guest, his older sibling takes issue. In his
own words and according to the narrative, he has been an obedient and hard-working son; he hears the
sound of music and dancing on his way back from his father’s field. Hyperbole or not, the older son goes as
far as describing himself as a slave. It is important to recognize that both sons had it in their minds, as truth
or assumption, that what their father desired of them was servitude. Often, as we grapple with oppressive
principles, we are confronted by the stark fallacies therein.When the father says that all his possessions are
also his son’s, from my older sibling’s perspective, it feels like a slap in the face.

Yet, some fallacies are far more difficult to reconcile than others.And yet other fallacies are revealed to be
half-truths or contradictions, requiring more time, consideration, and deconstruction to metabolize into
our politics and praxis. The older brother’s tireless labor was not, in and of itself, a waste of time. He did
what he was supposed to do.While his behavior flowed into overextending himself and essentially denying
his humanity, he carried himself as a good child should. His anger is justified. What happens to “good”
people in a system where carceral measures are not part of the process of reconciliation? Are we at all
prepared for a structure where the wayward receive a hero’s welcome?

In Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments, Saidiya Hartman says,

“Waywardness is an ongoing exploration of what might be; it is an improvisation with the terms of
social existence, when the terms have already been dictated, when there is little room to breathe,
when you have been sentenced to a life of servitude, when the house of bondage looms in whatever
direction you move. It is the untiring practice of trying to live when you were never meant to survive.”

As someone who is committed to liberation, | welcome this waywardness and invite it through my work.
Yet, in the space where | find myself in my late 20s, | recognize that | have a poor framework for supporting
people who have decided to divest from most oppressive structures. | find myself in that process as well;

| have merely survived. My focus now shifts slowly to how | can begin to thrive and empower others in
escaping and thriving outside these systems.
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As it happens, a majority of people who come to understand what domination culture or colonialism is
and its systemic nature are people who have been brought up to bolster those very structures.When they
become wayward within these systems, it is often the case that they over-correct.Vigilance against racism
transforms into an active anxiety within interactions with people whose political stance isn’t immediately
apparent or perfectly communicated. An embrace of queerness morphs into a disdain for heterosexual
people, rather than heteronormativity, which can snowball into a whole slew of messes, such as biphobia,
amatonormativity, and transmedicalism.

Could it be the case that, in our efforts to divest, we engage in the same principles taught to us through
oppressive paradigms? When we find ourselves in the spaces we know to be nourishing for the collective,
for our own humanity and for the cause of liberation, perhaps our focus should turn both to the people
who have been organizing for far longer than we have and to an imaginative space where we can hold space
beyond perfectionism and even further beyond the current limits of our compassion.

Interpersonal - When it comes to overextending, the figure of the sacrificial lamb has been used to
manipulate many suffering individuals to further harm themselves in service of the institution of the church.
Important principles and practices like service, forgiveness, and compassion have been twisted to perpetuate
more of the hierarchies we witness in other oppressive institutions. By arriving at a place where our
humanity is accepted and anticipated, both our noble expressions and those which cause harm, our capacity
to build together is enhanced.

In the preface to Joy James’ In Pursuit of Revolutionary Love, referencing Ominira Mars’ essay “Dear Mariame
Kaba, Hope is Not a Discipline,” James asserts,“To move forward rather than become stuck in despondency

or defeat, Mars advocates that we “embrace despair not as an end or an arrival point,” but as a “bridge”
constructed without binaries. This suggests to me that confidence shaped by skills and strategies is developed
in communal struggles and also builds organizing that can frame and sustain movements.” Our humanity
sustains the generative nature of our movement towards liberation.

Social pressure shapes us into people who leverage our acts of service into social currency. This is morally
neutral. It can be a natural aspect of building trust between people, but it can be used to further exploit
people in situations of power imbalance.Without denying the required (and often absent) fair compensation
of invisible labor, the motive of service to one another should be love. Service can be an exercise in false
humility and controlling behavior; one could take on the work with the aim of stroking an elevated ego

and quieting an even more troubled heart uneasy with the messiness of relying on someone other than
oneself. Alternately, service can be for the purpose of easing an anxious conscience, storing up goodwill

for the inevitable moment conflict arises, as if deep community can be shattered by a singular instance of
disagreement.

Due to the timing of the older brother when he raises the tireless quality of his service to his father, it

can be said that he was engaging in emotional manipulation. By playing the martyr, claiming that he “never”
disobeyed his father and that his father “never” gave him even a young goat, the older son is juxtaposing his
own presence with his brother’s recent absence. His statement about his younger brother’s relationship to
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sex workers is especially targeted as a contrast. Without a doubt, the continual labor the older brother
engaged in was for the betterment of his family and their community at large.Yet, somewhere along the way,
resentment seems to have festered. Maybe, he notices his father’s longing for his younger brother’s return.
All the while, the older brother was able to hold it in, but the reception of his sinful sibling brought on an
indomitable wave of bitterness.

It would be easy to let the father off the hook. After all, his compassion for his younger son shows the
great kindness of his heart.Yet, a father who would anticipate his younger son’s need to be showered in
love following his return should also have been able to anticipate that his older son would require some
tending in such an event. Not everyone shares the same capacity for forgiveness, neither do they all forgive
in the same way. Everyone has their own unique boundaries. bell hooks said,“To be loving we willingly hear
the other’s truth, and most important, we affirm the value of truth telling.” By claiming that all he has also
belongs to the son, the father minimizes what is a true emotional upheaval in the older son’s life.

In relation to the Pharisees and the scribes, Jesus’ closeness to the people considered to be sinners

and to tax collectors draws attention to the motives surrounding the significance they placed on public
perceptions.While the parable may have given them a better understanding of what Jesus could be doing, in
our relationships with one another, we have the chance to deeply acknowledge one another’s suffering, to
hold each other accountable of harm, caution one another against overextending, reassure one another of
our mutual love and respect one another’s boundaries as we work towards our shared and distinct visions.

Words for inspiration
“Go back to writing stories? | write well because | believe in a cause, in principles.The day | leave these
principles, my stories will become empty. If | were to leave behind my principles, you yourself would not

respect me.”

= Ghassan Kanafani
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Columbia University expels student protesters, fires union president amid ICE raids

US large-scale attack on Yemen kills dozens

Trump administration deports hundreds of immigrants despite judge orders their removals be stopped
Landlords Want Us to Think Rent Gouging Isn’t Price Gouging

Mexico Shows How Social Democratic Politics Can Win and Be Popular

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

partners]

Commentaries Author

Liturgy Author

“Hailing from Nairobi, Kenya, Gracia Oletsa is a living work of art, or
perhaps, at work in living art. Embracing the principles of creativity as
work-in-progress and innovation as failing forward, Grey (they/she) uses
writing as a primary form of connection and world-building. Writing is a
North Star guiding them into community organizing and artist peer
support. Through their work as a labor support specialist, they facilitate
spaces where birth can be a site of liberative collaboration between body,
mind, spirit, and environment. Grey is part mysterious cryptid, so feel free
to catch them outside if you dare; she loves laughter, food you can eat
with your fingers, and purchasing art supplies that will taunt her until
they’re put to good use.

Rev. Molly Bolton (she/they) is a spiritual director, hospital chaplain, and
poet who lives in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina with her
partner and a tuxedo cat. She engages poetry as a tool for liberative
spiritual care in clinical, ecclesiastical, and community settings.

Molly holds a Master of Divinity from Wake Forest School of Divinity and
a Diploma in the Art of Spiritual Direction from San Francisco Theological
Seminary. She was trained as a chaplain at Cleveland Clinic and is
ordained in the United Church of Christ.

Hikes with stream crossings, feminist romance novels, and porch-sits with
beloveds are a few of their favorite things. Find them at revmollybolton.
com and on insta @mijbolton.
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https://mondoweiss.net/2025/03/columbia-university-expels-student-protesters-fires-union-president-amid-ice-raids/
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https://jacobin.com/2025/03/rent-control-price-gouging-landlords/
https://www.currentaffairs.org/news/mexico-shows-how-social-democratic-politics-can-win-and-be-popular

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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