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Jeremiah 23:1-6
Luke 1:68-79
Jeremiah 23:1-6
Psalm 46
Colossians 1:11-20
Luke 23:33-43

What links the texts this week?
 
We believe in a Gospel of rescue from oppression and transfer of wealth. Christ is at our head 
because he leaned into humanity despite being divine. Those who cling to power cannot lead well. 
Righteousness will win over greed. We can love our people and despise systems of domination. We 
can love our people and hold leaders accountable. These all are the same. The Divine shifts conditions 
of power like the river flows downstream. To be condemned is to be elevated. History will remember 
the holy innocents who are hated for speaking truth. You can mock me, but the God in me will not be 
mocked.

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

Call to worship

Gather round the voice of God
Listen for the Holy Word
Evil mocks the story of love
But Christ is balm for aching hearts

Those condemned are lifted into the glory of God:
The despised and criminalized
The sneered at and ridiculed
The scapegoated and abandoned

Precious, beloved, siblings of God!
We cry holy over each and every life

Opening Prayer

Gifter of Life, Enabler of Breath, how you must grieve those who steal life and lives away. We 

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


remember this morning all of our kin who are treated as disposable by those in power. It is the desire of 
our heart to be voices of your love that turns cruel wisdoms upside down. That reveals the foolishness of 
evil. And that brings comfort and connection where it is needed and desired. With Christ as our guide, may 
it be so among us. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Not even in suffering on the cross was Jesus willing to turn his pain against his neighbors. So-called 
criminals to his left and to his right, aching with blame and shame, were promised a place in paradise. May 
we, too, resist empire’s cruelty and turn toward each other with all we have. Let us bring our offerings 
together. 

Prayer of Dedication

Spirit of Redemption, we remember this morning all who are criminalized by the state, treated harshly 
in the streets, hidden away, and locked up in isolation. We refuse to accept the stories that are meant to 
turn our hearts against our siblings. With these offerings, we pray you will bless our efforts in spirit and 
resources, to join Jesus in the work of setting all the captives free. With care, connection, and compassion 
as our guides. Amen.

Benediction

The Spirit stirs us! 
Troubles the stories we carry within
that turn us against each other,
or ourselves,
or the land that enables our lives.
May we go in search of Christ’s perspective
born of love and truth.
Go in peace, for the Spirit of Wisdom accompanies us.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 How does your tradition speak of Emmanuel - God with us? Does this coexistence and co-creation feel 
consistent across your liturgical practice? What could make it more consistent?

•	 How can your community collectively resist in areas where our society and culture feeds our complicity 
in atrocities across the globe? Would your faith community be open to a campaign against complicity in a 
particular issue?

•	 What power do you hold in your community? How do those who hold power ensure that said power 
does not become their motivation? What could strengthen accountability for those with power?

Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Grey Oletsa (they/she).
 
Cosmic -Jesus’ prayer for forgiveness for the people who ridiculed his persecution sits in tension with the 
reality that these same people were written as hardened towards his suffering. The gospel writers take some 
creative liberties in their manipulations of major plot points, especially surrounding Jesus’ crucifixion. In this 
text, the archetype of the savior and that of the martyr are intertwined; both are isolating in their own right. 
The author of Luke framing Jesus’ murder as popular raises the question of whether we can experience 
community and intimacy with God from such a perspective of loneliness.

Forgiveness is a relational dynamic where the harmed party releases anger and resentment toward the harmful 
party. In this process, when Jesus asks for forgiveness on behalf of the ignorant, He acknowledges the harm 
He’s experiencing at the hands of the people He loves. The desire for relationship is mirrored in the Apostle 
John’s continual assertions that God loves people and longs to be reconciled to them. The fact that these 
people have scorned him to the point of death is not an obstacle against His desire for reconciliation; Jesus 
uses it as a portal into greater compassion.

The historically questionable yet moving aspect of Jesus’ forgiveness is that each legal process that He 
experiences finds him innocent; the writer suggests that the majority demand his death and suffering. This very 
exaggerated animosity seems to be fueled by Jesus’ asserted relationship to God and His appeal towards the 
people to be reconciled to Them. What is it about this confidence in God’s love that could draw out such deep 
hatred even if the historical events were different in reality? 

The reality of ignorance or callousness towards the suffering of others is not one which goes unnoticed by 
God, though They are silent through this passage. Yet, this ignorance is inspired by the mockery of Jesus as 
Savior. When we think of a savior, the guilty conscience and the prideful ego are pricked by the truth that we 
are not alone, that our actions have consequences, and that there is a way of living that we can aspire to which 
furthers sustainability and coexistence. Yes, there can be carceral messaging at the foundation of sin and the 
sense that only those who are willing to disconnect from their humanity are welcome in God’s kin-dom. But, 
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ultimately, the call of return to souls so accustomed to hiding and posturing is frightening. Any such person 
who approaches would probably do so with suspicion.

Much comfort can be derived from the understanding of Jesus’ name Emmanuel. The solidarity displayed 
within this name sets aside the requirement for martyrdom. The Bible says that no greater love exists than 
that which is willing to lay down one’s life for one’s friends; we may beg to differ. Perhaps the greatest love 
is that which settles in for the long haul for as long as it may be welcome. I believe this is why Jesus suffers 
greatly in crucifixion: His desire is to dwell among us. If God is with us, we don’t need to aspire to belonging 
with Them. When God dwells with us, we enjoy relationship already, not only with Them—this relationship 
is generative; it cannot help but cycle into relationship with others. Dr. Wil Gafney describes it as “a love 
that won’t sit still; a love that you cannot keep to yourself.”

This is a concept one of the people who shares in Christ’s crucifixion understood. He knew that the fear of 
God is embodied by a clarity of relationship with one another.

Structural - Multiple levels of power are described throughout this event. The onlookers include the 
general public, the rulers of the region, Roman soldiers, as well as those who are crucified with Jesus. When 
we speak about structure, it is important to note the level of privilege and access at each level. Actively 
engaging with privilege presents two choices: divest from it or apply it. From each perspective, we can 
notice the possibilities at each point.

Perhaps the public was given so much power in the narrative because we each have a part to play when 
injustice emerges in our midst. The general public around Jesus’ unjust murder chose to mock him rather 
than affirm His innocence. They choose to place him at the mercy of Empire, rather than assert their own 
authority as a people to determine whether Jesus, a fellow Jew, deserves to be punished according to their 
own standards and laws. Remember that, like today, the Jewish community of that time was not monolithic; 
there were different interpretations of Scripture as well as different teachers and schools of thought. It is 
important to recognize that Jesus did not represent an aberrant deviation from Jewish tradition, as His own 
followers were Jews as well.

According to Rabbi Danya Ruttenberg, “[Luke’s] message is that this Jesus movement is the continuation 
of ‘authentic’ Judaism–and the Jews rejected Jesus, the true prophet. At the same time, it tries to show 
that, despite the fact that their original leader was executed as a political criminal by the Roman State, his 
followers are good citizens of the Empire. They go in on respectability; Jesus is depicted as a nice teacher 
of ethical wisdom.” With this context in mind, it remains clear that in their mockery of Jesus, the crowd 
gathered did not offer solidarity to their son. 

The anonymous writer of Luke has the rulers of the region strangely pander to the wishes of their subjects, 
using the Lukan Jesus character as an opportunity to placate them as opposed to exercising their authority 
without prejudice. In these narrative adjustments, Pilate and Herod uncharacteristically emerge as friends 
through the process of humiliating Jesus and further undermining the people of the region. Oppressors are 
often aligned in their aim of subjugating the oppressed, however diverse their strategies for said aim may be. 
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While moral decay is to be expected of the people in these positions, they should still be held accountable 
for the ways they have allowed power to corrupt them. In our current global scene, people are unearthing 
the truth about the genocides happening worldwide. For me as a Kenyan, it is jarring to recognize how 
this state is complicit in the RSF’s violent rampage in Sudan, perpetuated by the UAE. I see the same thing 
happening for Americans concerning Palestine and Congo. Our struggles are connected.

When we find ourselves shoved into the corner of complicity, it can often inspire a sense of helplessness. 
There are indeed greater problems than we are equipped to address independently, but this ought not to 
be a source of despair. It is vital that we continue demanding what we know to be true and that, through 
our actions, we work towards the futures that align with these truths. If we can be honest with ourselves in 
events where our actions, the actions of our communities, and the actions of our nations have caused harm, 
we have arrived at the beginning of the path towards liberation.

It is as James Baldwin said: “The children are always ours, every single one of them, all over the globe; and 
I am beginning to suspect that whoever is incapable of recognizing this may be incapable of morality.” Mr. 
Baldwin was someone who understood, even without having children of his own, that his responsibility 
extended beyond familial ties and especially beyond national allegiances. It is crucial to recognize that our 
responsibility to one another requires us to engage from each point of contact, even at the very basic point 
that is shared humanity.

Interpersonal - Community and care are tethers to life and liberation for oppressed people. As Jesus is 
crucified, he longs for the reconciliation of the people around him and offers kinship to the one who speaks 
up on his behalf. It is clear that, where people are preoccupied with Jesus and his power to save, Jesus himself 
is concerned with the relationships around him and his continued connection to them. It is distinct that, 
rather than focusing on his own elevation, at his lowest point, Jesus wants to be found in community. When 
one of the accused pleads for remembrance, Jesus’ tender response is one that affirms kinship.

Matthew Henry’s Commentary makes an important distinction: when the request for remembrance comes, it 
does not ring with the same entitlement as when one of the disciples’ mothers had asked for a seat of honor 
on the right and left sides of Jesus’ throne in Matthew 20. This is different; in Luke, one person asks another 
person to think of them when they arrive in their place of belonging and power. While he acknowledges the 
promised kin-dom of Jesus, he doesn’t ask for a place of dominion, only one of continued relationship. 

When the accused requests remembrance, he exercises his agency, clearly asserting where he longs to be 
found. Who knows what it is that causes him to feel such a level of relationship with Jesus? Perhaps, through 
their shared suffering, this man developed a sense that he and Jesus were connected.

Community sovereignty is a term that is defined as the fundamental right and capacity of local populations 
to determine their own paths. This capacity is enhanced and rooted in regular interpersonal communication, 
shared leadership structures and conflict resolution. When Paul speaks on reigning with Christ in Romans 
8:17, he prefaces it by talking about the longing for community with God, the longing which cries out, is 
divine. Our spirits bear witness that we belong and this is what brings us into that space of sovereignty.
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When we reign with Christ, it isn’t towards the aims of oppression; it is towards greater liberation. This 
reign would then be entirely foreign to the way Empire imagines reigning. It is concerned with the well-
being of all, even those we only stumble into community with. Jesus had no knowledge of the people He 
would be crucified with, but He readily invites the one who longs for community into Paradise.

It is important to clearly define the motives which guide our bids for power. We already possess a level 
of power within our communities, and it can be used to serve. But, when we aspire towards greater 
responsibility, are we misguided by the desire for control? Is it possible that we are interested in taking on 
the role of a savior as opposed to that of co-heirs? When we enter into spaces where we are in charge of 
resources or tasked with guiding groups of people, can we check our idea of reigning at the threshold and 
delve into a much deeper, gentler and more equitable way of doing only what is ours to do?

 

Words for inspiration

“It is lonesome, yes. For we are the last of the loud. Nevertheless, live. Conduct your blooming in the noise 
and whip of the whirlwind.”

- Gwendolyn Brooks, In the Mecca

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Exposing the Work of Elon Musk and DOGE

What the Mass. DOC’s $6.7M prison settlement means

Supreme Court rejects call to overturn its decision legalizing same-sex marriage nationwide

Kat Abughazaleh on the Right to Protest

Portland archbishop on ICE activity: Human dignity comes from God, not government

[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought 
partners]
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https://americanoversight.org/investigation/exposing-the-work-of-elon-musk-and-doge/
https://www.axios.com/local/boston/2025/11/10/souza-baranowski-settlement
https://www.pilotonline.com/2025/11/10/same-sex-marriage-supreme-court/
https://theintercept.com/2025/11/01/briefing-podcast-kat-abughazaleh-indictment-protest/?utm_content=buffere2197&utm_medium=buffer&utm_source=twitter&utm_campaign=theintercept
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/
https://www.ncronline.org/news/portland-archbishop-ice-activity-human-dignity-comes-god-not-government
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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.

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”. 
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