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Acts 16:16-34
Psalm 97
Revelation 22:12-14, 16-17, 20-21
John 17:20-26

What links the texts this week? 

Knowlege of the divine changes you and everything around you. People change as they come to know 
the divine. Our scriptures protray some people changing in an instant, but the disciples grow and 
evolve over time. The Divine initiaties a process of becoming that enables flourishing and freedom 
for all who accept the invitation. Some will not even recognize Her call into liberation, but for those 
who do, a more abundant life awaits. The sudden changes show us that righteousness is more about 
relationship than performances. The slow evolutions convey that oneness with the divine is possible 
regardless of pace.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Holy Compassion—
Make our thoughts like Your thoughts.

Holy Wisdom—
Align our actions with Your actions.

Holy Love—
Breathe Your Breath through our lungs.

Holy Rest—
Flow Your peace through our bodies.

Holy Justice—
Animate Your dreams with our lives.

Opening prayer

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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Jesus, for us to dwell in you & you in us, we must be, at least in our imaginations, where you are—under the 
rubble in Gaza, under the gun at the US border, in solitary confinement in the massive US prison industrial 
complex, in a hospital emergency room with no insurance. We pray that as we bear witness to the suffering 
of the world, we are transformed towards overflowing compassion and unwavering solidarity. And we pray 
for liberation from human constructed cruelty; that all beings may live in a web of care. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Not empty thoughts & prayers. No shoring up what is ours. But the embodiment of the Living Christ in this 
world. We gather our offerings devoted to our mutual liberation; turning our attention to how we get free 
together, in ways ordinary and extraordinary.

Prayer of Dedication

Living God, we are in community to change each other, to be transformed by the experience of our 
lives intertwined. We are not an island. We are part of the ebb and flow of reciprocity. We are worth 
inconveniencing others. And others are worth our inconvenience, our organizing, our devotion. Bless our 
offerings to the bonds between us. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth aligning your mind with the mind of Holy Compassion,
bearing witness to the sorrow of the world
& being transformed again and again.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 What social position do you find yourself in when you pray? What position does your faith community 
most identify with in prayer? Does this seem like something that needs adjustment?

•	 What has your faith community’s experience been with affinity groups or identity-based caucuses? 
What needs to be amplified or strenghtened?

•	 What may prevent you from practicing “transparent communication and accountability” within your 
community? What may need to be dismantled externally or internally in order to ease these processes?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries and the liturgical benediction are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her). 
 
Cosmic - “It’s a prayer, not a to-do list.” A number of commentators stress that, here, Jesus is not teaching 
but praying. Often, they are writing to counter the use of this passage as a teaching about converting people to 
Christianity (“those who will believe in me through their message”). It’s important to push back on that misuse 
of the passage.

Still, I’m not sure this is as firm a distinction as they would like to assert. Who hasn’t sat through prayers that 
were thinly-veiled attempts at giving advice, conveying disagreement, or controlling the narrative? I’m sure I’ve 
prayed that way myself in less grounded moments.

One of the questions called out by this passage, then, is about the nature of prayer itself. How do we pray hon-
estly, without imposing our own agenda consciously or unconsciously? What is Jesus doing here as he prays to 
a loving Parent God? 

Jesus says to God, in various phrasings, “You are in me and I am in you.” Maybe prayer, then, is an attempt to 
align one’s consciousness with the consciousness of the entity to whom one is praying: “God, make me one 
with You. Help me to understand my situation as you understand it.” We are to have the “same mindset,” as 
Paul writes, “as Christ Jesus.”

It may be a stretch for most congregational settings to say that when we pray, we are seeking a positive pos-
session state, but that would be one way to understand this passage. Many animist traditions around the world 
recognize that spirits larger and more powerful than human beings can seize us and use us to their ends; this 
awareness is also present in the Christian tradition, for example, when the writer of Ephesians claims, “For our 
struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this 
dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms (6:12).” The effects of such spirit-pos-
session are not ethereal but very material. At a recent retreat on William Stringfellow’s theology of the Powers 
as it applies to the current political moment in the United States, Bill Wylie-Kellermann led us to explore the 
possibility that the office of the presidency, for example, is a power larger than the human being who occupies 
it, and that when one assumes that seat, one enters into service of US imperial power and the corporate capi-
talism it is organized to protect. According to Wylie-Kellermann, even that phrase about the “spiritual forces of 
evil in the heavenly realms” may be a spiritualizing of the notion of the Powers so as not to offend Caesar.  

The writer of Ephesians goes on to urge his listeners to protect themselves, to “put on the full armor of God,” 
in other words, to invite into themselves the characteristics of God such as truth, righteousness, peace, faith, 
salvation, and the Spirit. This is the best defense against a harmful spirit. And just as negative possession has 
material effects, positive possession does, too. This kind of prayer is not the empty “thoughts and prayers” of a 
checked out legislature but the sort of meditation that leads one to “pray with one’s feet,” as Abraham Joshua 
Heschel did.

But to pray for possession by a power larger than one’s self, one better know what that power is like! It is es-
sential to know that the God to whom we pray came to earth as a human being born into oppression, a mem-
ber of a colonized people under brutal repression by an imperial power. It is important to know that that God 
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who is in Jesus gave themself to serving, healing, and affirming the dignity of those they met. It is essential to 
understand that this Jesus, who is in God and in whom God is, is also a person about to be condemned to 
brutal death as a political prisoner. 

Even if your congregation is not quite ready to talk about positive possession states, you can explore the 
idea of being in God as taking on the perspective of God so that one can perceive a situation from God’s 
point of view, i.e. the point of view of a Love that understands systems of power firsthand. To take on the 
vantage point and characteristics of another, it helps to remember how that Other is positioned. To pray 
as Jesus prays here is to stand in the shoes of a condemned person. To be in Jesus and Jesus in us means 
that we must be, situationally, at least in our imaginations, where Jesus is: under the rubble in Gaza, under 
the gun at the US border, in solitary confinement in the massive US prison industrial complex, in a hospital 
emergency room with no insurance. To pray in the way Jesus does here, we must take on the point of view 
of someone suffering the worst the world has to offer.

How does this change how one prays? And how does praying this way change the one who prays?

Structural - In our current political context in the United States, Jesus’ prayer that we would all be one is 
subject to abuse. From Democrats, the call to unity is a call to abandon those suffering the most—in Gaza, 
for example—in order to court more conservative voters. It’s a call to go along to get along, a summons to 
a spineless civility.

From the Christian nationalist right, unity is deployed to insist that everyone should convert to Christianity, 
that we all need to agree with self-proclaimed Christian leaders, that every “true American” has a duty to 
go along with the program. This spin on scripture, consistent with the Doctrine of Discovery, has served 
colonization and the conversion of indigenous people to Christianity for most of the years since Jesus 
prayed this prayer.

In the current US political context, most challenges to the administration and its ideology are threatened 
with punishment. Even naming groups of people who are harmed by the administration’s policies is prohib-
ited. Grant applications that use words like “women,” “BIPOC,” “disabilities,” and “transgender” are flagged 
for additional review and likely rejection. The right wing dismisses all such language as “identity politics” that 
are inherently “divisive” and opposed to the cultivation of unity. From this perspective, unity requires ignor-
ing, eliminating, or somehow magically “transcending” differences.

But that is not what unity actually means. Unity is not unanimity. Unity not only makes space for difference; 
it requires it. This, I think, it what Jesus is praying for in this passage. 

Unity describes an interdependent ecosystem in which diversity is crucial to the functioning of the whole. 
But putting it that way still sounds too tidy, too peaceful. The prayer that we would all be one is not a 
prayer for a static state where we all sit around singing in perfect harmony but rather a rallying cry for 
risk, vulnerability, debate, principled struggle, and the courage to encounter people who may fundamentally 
change how you think and who you think you are. Over and over again, Jesus encountered other messy, 
sick, hurting, oppressed and internally oppressed, sometimes power-drunk people—people, sometimes, 
from outside his own culture—and he met them. He was honest with them. He ate with them. He opened 
himself to them. And no, it didn’t end well for him. Until it did.

https://convergencemag.com/articles/principled-struggle-and-may-day-dreams/
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I imagine the Jesus who is praying this prayer, here at the end of his life, as a person wisened beyond his 
years, humbled by his short but intense life of organizing, praying into this glimpse of what we’re going for, 
and it’s not about arriving at some state of sameness and ongoing agreement. So, this Sunday, maybe we ask: 
“Who are we being protected from, and in whose interest?”

I love the title of an article Matthew L. Skinner wrote back in 2013: “When ‘Homeland Security’ Keeps Us 
From Encountering God.” It could have been written today. Border patrol, ICE, Homeland Security, all of 
them are conspiring to keep us from meeting God and being changed.

How can your community meet God in this way? Who are the communities proximal to you who may have 
the power to change you? More immediately, how are you changing one another? (There is always plenty of 
“diversity” in any given congregation if you are willing to be honest about who you are.) How might you all 
be one, truly, honestly, without amputating any parts of yourselves to fit in?

Interpersonal - It’s a big Sunday for that old chestnut of a hymn, “They Will Know We Are Christians By 
Our Love.” Many of the most loving people I know, however, are not Christian, and many Christians are not 
particularly loving; certainly the dominant expression of Christianity in the United States right now has little 
to do with love.

Love can’t co-exist with supremacy.

To avoid Christian supremacy, it might be helpful to remind folks this week that Jesus was not Christian, ac-
tually. If you’re going to sing that hymn, it might be more accurate to sing, “They will know we are praying by 
our love,” in the sense of prayer described above: taking on the mindset of Christ Jesus.

Though it doesn’t scan as well, it would be even better to sing, “They will know we are praying by our soli-
darity with everyone persecuted by the powers.” The mindset of Christ Jesus is one of downward mobility, 
a freefall into solidarity with those at the bottom of social hierarchies. Paul elaborates on this mindset in 
Philippians 2: 5-8:

In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus:

Who, being in very nature[a] God,
    did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage;
rather, he made himself nothing
    by taking the very nature[b] of a servant,
    being made in human likeness.
And being found in appearance as a man,
    he humbled himself
    by becoming obedient to death—
        even death on a cross!

The “oneness” that Jesus prays for in this passage is not some kind of tepid “agreeing to disagree” with 
those who uphold systems of oppression. It does not compromise with those who are concerned primarily 
for their own self-preservation. Instead, it’s a shared commitment to meeting down low, at the bottom of 
the social hierarchies, to liberate those who are subjugated there.
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It’s important, too, to recognize that oneness or reconciliation in the long run can require separation in the 
short run in order to get clarity on what this solidarity looks like. Caucusing by social location, for example, 
is often viewed as divisive but actually can often serve the kind of oneness Jesus is talking about. Caucusing 
can allow people who are being targeted for oppression to come to a shared understanding of what is hap-
pening and strategize about how to respond. It also allows those who are not targeted for oppression to 
talk together about how they are implicated in harm and what solidarity with targeted people could look 
like; ideally, those who have more exposure and analysis can help newcomers along.

The Collective Liberation Statement at Kirkridge Retreat & Study Center expresses it this way: 

“PRACTICE TRANSPARENT COMMUNICATION AND ACCOUNTABILITY:  We demonstrate trust-
worthiness with each other and all our constituents by letting information flow freely. We acknowledge 
that sometimes people who have been targeted for oppression need to speak first privately with one 
another; when we need to do that, we do it with the intention of gathering support to bring harmful 
behaviors out into the open.”

Unity requires that harmful behaviors, systems, structures, and institutions be named, brought into the open, 
dismantled and transformed. There is no other way to unity except through collective liberation from harm, 
the suffering of it and the perpetrating of it. The end result is not sameness but a rich diversity functioning 
together as a healthy ecosystem.

Maybe one day someone will write the hymn: “They will know we’re in Jesus when we’re down low.” Unity 
with Christ consciousness is evidenced when we humbly serve our ecosystem—our larger community, with 
special attention to the smallest who are often the most important.

Words for inspiration:

Read 1 Chronicles 4:9-10, The Prayer of Jabez, and Psalm 44 from the perspective of a col-
onized or dispossessed community whose land has been stolen from them. How does this 
change your personal engagement with these texts?
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Medical Gaslighting Stole The Magic Of My Children’s Early Childhood

Two Years After Electing a Mayor, Chicago’s Left Keeps Contesting for Power

How Silicon Valley’s influence in Washington benefits the tech elite

How the Trump Administration Is Weakening the Enforcement of Fair Housing Laws

23andMe, including sensitive genetic data, sold to biotech company Regeneron Pharmaceuticals

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


