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Joel 2:23-32
Psalm 65
Sirach 35:12-17
Jeremiah 14:7-10, 19-22
Psalm 84:1-7
2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18
Luke 18:9-14

What links the texts this week?
 
Mother God is the great equalizer. God’s power lord’s over the lofty and lifts up the lowly. Bribes 
cannot work on She who holds the world. Those pushed to the bottom may dwell in the house of 
the Most High. Righteousness is not about what you have achieved, but about how much of your 
humanity you could keep despite all forces attempting to strip it from you. May we feel grounded 
in the limitations of our humanity. May we not seek exorbitant power and immortality to fabricate 
heirarchies. May we see those in need of elevation and offer them the dignity they deserve. Love is not 
a competition.

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

Call to worship

May the Presence of Love come and dwell among us
May we feel cherished and embraced
May we be challenged to grow in wisdom and solidarity
May we encounter grace that transforms
May the Spirit of Truth guide and convict us
For the sake of the common good

Held in belonging, we call on each other:
Come and find your place in the whole of things!

Opening prayer

Spirit of Christ, come and bring your gentle clarity to our most intimate stories. Tend with us 
the uglier things we hold silently in our hearts or live outwardly toward our neighbors. Whether 
contempt or arrogance, fear or trauma - give us the courage to notice. Make us aware of ourselves, 
that we may tend what keeps us from right-relationship to love, to kin, to ourselves. We long to 

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


grow in healing and repair. Amen. 

Invitation to offering

People of faith, let us bring what we have to the altar of love - not in arrogance nor in shame, but in 
confidence that all our gifts are multiplied in community.

Prayer of dedication

Blessed Redeemer, we acknowledge the times and ways we are motivated by ego or individual 
righteousness. We honor the inevitability of our human messiness even as we seek to align our actions with 
a more satisfying orientation. The motivation of flourishing - for ourselves, each other, and the land. We 
dedicate these offerings in service to all the world needs in order to thrive. May it be so and soon. Amen. 

Benediction

We are born into a tapestry of belonging
Ego and arrogance sever us from the web that makes us
Shame and guilt snuff out the light of our lives
Let us go with humble confidence in our place in the whole of things
Neither above nor below
but always beside each other,
assured the Spirit accompanies us

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 Have there been times in your life when you have needed to lower or lift your sense of self? How did 
you connect with God in both moments? How can communal worship connect people in either space 
to God at the same time?

•	 How can your spiritual community counter disparaging narratives about marginalized people across 
various areas of difference? 

•	 How does collective worship aid us in cultivating a healthy relationship with accountability? Why are 
some communities stronger in this than others?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Grey Oletsa (they/she).
 
Cosmic -Humility can be a difficult concept to contemplate. It has often been tied to self-worth and twisted 
to fit performative standards of exhibiting one’s goodness to the world. When God is said to exalt those who 
humble themselves and humble those who exalt themselves, it is possible for people to feel on edge about 
what side of this binary they occupy. If we unsettle notions of being humbled and exalted, we can grasp the 
ways in which these cycles are not associated with being on the “right” side of the balance. Is it possible that, 
instead, God is interested in a dynamic of change as opposed to a fixed stance?

God shows up silently in the weaving of this parable. As places of worship become more organized, people 
arrive at different junctures of life, opening new chapters socially and in maturity. For some, their grasp of 
what is mature might involve developing a solid place within their communities and upholding traditions. These 
people have insight into the power of solidarity and the wonder that flows when fellowship thrives. For others, 
their interior lives are a priority, and creatively working towards a way of being that nourishes them. Here, they 
introspect and move off the beaten path, following the values of exploration and self-definition. Both people on 
either end of this spectrum and anywhere in between are crucial in the tapestry of divine joy.

Our spiritual journeys and practices don’t have to be similar to offer fulfillment. Neither do they have to 
be pitted against one another in an effort to measure devotion. In We Do This ‘til We Free Us, Mariame Kaba 
said, “I think that love is a requirement of principled struggle, both self-love and love of others, that we must 
all do what we can, that it is better to do something rather than nothing, that we have to trust others as 
well as ourselves. I often repeat the adage that ‘hope is a discipline.’ We must practice it daily.” When Jesus 
juxtaposes the Pharisee’s action against that of the tax collectors, there is a message that either intentionally or 
inadvertently paints the former’s efforts as empty. This can be twisted in antisemitic ways in the present, but in 
Jesus’ times, it could still be taken as a dismissal of important parts of a faith practice, like fasting and the giving 
of a tithe. 

Notice both the Pharisee and the tax collector stand alone in their prayers in a private moment with God. But 
the tax collector is having a deeply emotional experience, one where he cries for support from the Divine. 
It can be easy from an outsider’s perspective to make definitive claims about a person’s spiritual life. In these 
instances, people rush in with the reminder that you shall know a tree by its fruit, yet a spiritual life is not 
defined by a handful of moments, good or bad. It is a relationship yielding a whole new dynamic of its own.

Sustainability is based on the value of prudently utilizing resources in a way that doesn’t deplete them. In order 
to make this happen, there must be cycles of sowing, weeding, waiting, and harvesting. When we go through 
humbling experiences, instead of viewing them as an irreparable hit to our ego and self-concept, we can grieve 
and receive them as seasons for fresh insight and a new way of being. Robin Wall Kimmerer reminds, “Even a 
wounded world is feeding us. Even a wounded world holds us.” When we go through times of exaltation, we 
don’t use them as inerrant signifiers of greater self-worth; we can celebrate, understanding them as moments 
to reap what we have made an effort for, to enjoy life’s surprises, and to lean into dreaming.  
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Embracing the dynamic of change is a path towards fully devoting ourselves to our faith practices and 
moving in time with God as They work with us, within us, and through us. Without getting distracted by 
whether we are the humbled being exalted or vice versa, we find a deeper space to live into our lives. We 
enter into a space of greater trust with God.

Structural - In the first verse of the passage, we’re told that Jesus shares this parable addressing it to 
people who leaned on their own righteousness and regarded others with contempt. The framing of the 
audience is distinctive to me. This two-part address connects the sides of a dynamic that often causes 
people to become distracted in their pursuit of justice. Where people are more concerned with elevating 
those who enjoy prestige and access, those without it are left in worse conditions than before. 

Assata Shakur passed away on the 25th of September 2025. A revolutionary organizer with the Black 
Panther Party and later the Black Liberation Army, she was pursued as a fugitive by the US following her 
escape from prison, finally seeking political asylum in Cuba. Throughout her time organizing with the Black 
Panther Party, Assata experienced the misogynistic attitudes of the people she was working with and left 
to engage in greater revolutionary struggle towards freedom. Should she have remained in that organizing 
space, Assata would have continued to bite back her dreams for liberation, lowering herself only to find that 
oppression only further diminishes those who do so.

In the process of her life’s work, Assata remarks on an obstacle: “The first thing the enemy tries to do 
is isolate revolutionaries from the masses of people, making us horrible and hideous monsters so that 
our people will hate us.” Narrative can become an insidious tool in becoming prideful in one’s own 
righteousness. We attach ourselves to stories about our worth and decide on cruel ways to address the 
people and communities who we see as less than. And story is powerful; action always follows in varying 
degrees.

Now think of the revolutionary who has been made a monstrosity through the story that has been told 
about them and their community. The contempt of others moves beyond opinion and becomes codified as 
systemic injustice. Assata Shakur describes this phenomenon in Women in Prison, How It Is With Us, “While 
they [Shakur’s fellow inmates] verbalize acute recognition that amerika is a racist country where the 
poor are treated like dirt they, nevertheless, feel responsible for the filth of their lives. The air at Riker’s 
is permeated with self-hatred… They speak about themselves in self-deprecating terms. They consider 
themselves failures.” 

In the case of the tax collector, his position within the Roman empire came with a level of complicity in the 
violence of that state. It is important to recognize each of our own areas of complicity within oppression or 
liberation. But, we cannot allow ourselves to be weaponized or criminalized against our own communities, 
in fact our own souls. For Assata, she recognized her freedom and relentlessly organized towards it and 
towards the benefit of her community. 
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Interpersonal - We don’t often think about the flip side of humility, an extreme which makes people hate 
themselves and shrink away from their own goodness and the community that would embrace them in love. 
Without adding insult to injury to those who struggle in this area, humility is as much about seeing one’s self 
through the eyes of deep, enduring love as it is about being honest about one’s flaws and failures. In the novel 
Beloved, Toni Morisson poetically asserts, “Freeing yourself was one thing; claiming ownership of that freed self 
was another.” Loving oneself is not just a positive affirmation away. Regardless of the struggle, it is a worthy 
and important journey to take towards holding oneself in the right regard. 

Especially for those from marginalized communities, harsh self-criticism can inadvertently play a protective 
role. From a tender age, these people internalize the reality of unequal treatment, establishing a belief that 
they themselves are to blame. This provides temporary tolerance within a community or organization, but 
not safety or real belonging. Once this way of thinking takes root, it can become challenging to develop an 
accurate sense of self. 

Without this rootedness, the capacity to make mistakes, to be creative, to be vulnerable and develop deep 
bonds is negatively impacted. Shame bogs down the ability to reflect on oneself with integrity and kindness. 
This is why it can be tricky when we look at things from the perspective of the tax collector. He is one who 
can genuinely say of himself that he is in need of mercy, and the beauty of this parable is that justification is 
the result of his introspection. The harm of oppression has not taken away his ability to regain his sense of 
self. While the tax collector must still come to terms with his complicity within the violence of the Roman 
empire, he has opened a dialogue with the parts of himself which are aware of the corruption he experiences. 

Growing in humility can be a daunting task because it requires revolutionary truth. It requires the strength 
to sit with oneself and go beyond reactions into the depth of the story that is playing out. With the truth, we 
can genuinely look at our accomplishments, notice how much effort was required and honor that outpouring. 
And ultimately, we can give credit where it’s due without imagining that this takes anything away from our 
own contributions.

When we make mistakes, humility allows us to take responsibility. We can respond with maturity without 
allowing ourselves to be mistreated because we know and can understand through communication what is 
our part to resolve and what belongs to the other party. We don’t get mixed up in martyrdom to win people 
over or saviorism to convince them of our goodness. 

In Beloved, through deep contemplation and community support, overwhelming trials and tribulations, Sethe, 
the main character, must remember the truth of her being, that she is, in fact, her own best thing, a whole 
person in spite of the things which cause her shame and setting aside her pride which flows from external 
circumstances. Shying away from the work of humility can feel like we’re getting an easy pass because this 
work brings up profound emotion which many would rather avoid. I am encouraged by this text because it 
invites us to non-performative spaces where we can broach those sensitive topics. Perhaps not only in prayer, 
but in other sacred contexts, like relationships, self-love, and in nature. 
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Words for inspiration

“To learn which questions are unanswerable, and not to answer them: this skill is most needful in times of 
stress and darkness.”

- Ursula K. Le Guin, The Left Hand of Darkness

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

There Is No Insurrection

Comey Indictment Shows Danger of Subservient Prosecutors

KARE 11 Investigates: Postal worker died after police mistook stroke for drug impairment

Naked Cyclists In Portland Send Donald Trump A Stripped-Bare Rebuke

Hamas Agreed To Same Gaza Deal More Than a Year Ago But Netanyahu and Biden Rejected It

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

Commentaries 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.
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https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/there-no-insurrection
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/comey-indictment-shows-danger-subservient-prosecutors
https://www.kare11.com/article/news/investigations/kare-11-investigates-postal-worker-died-after-police-mistook-stroke-for-drug-impairment/89-498afc7e-a924-4333-a150-826c3348eaf0?utm_campaign=snd-autopilot
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/naked-protest-portland-trump_n_68ecb00ae4b0e8380ba8dd96?d_id=10720262&ncid_tag=tweetlnkushpmg00000067&utm_medium=Social&utm_source=Twitter&utm_campaign=us_main
https://news.antiwar.com/2025/10/12/hamas-agreed-to-same-gaza-deal-more-than-a-year-ago-but-netanyahu-and-biden-rejected-it-israeli-negotiator/
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Liturgy Author 
 

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 @mjbolton.

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 materi-

als 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 
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bution. No further permissions are needed to livestream worship using these resources. 
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