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TEXTS

September 12,  2021

Proverbs 1:20-33
Psalm 19
Wisdom of Solomon 7:26 - 8:1
Isaiah 50:4-9a
Psalm 116:1-9
James 3:1-12
Mark 8:27-38

What links the texts this week? 

This week’s texts tell of an interplay between the life-threatening risks undertaken by those diligently 
serving God and a divine response that preserves and acquits servants facing persecution from the op-
position. Despite the terrifying conditions, we can be assured that the Creator provides an ironic sense 
of security emerging from our wisdom, discipline, and righteousness even when we find ourselves in 
the throes of enemies.

ORDER OF WORSHIP

Call to worship

The Wisdom of God is non-reactionary, does not punish us when we are not yet able to heal.
The Wisdom of God is ancient, rooted, creative, and unfolding. 
The Wisdom of God meets us with compassion.

The Living Christ does not ask us to suffer for suffering’s sake.
The Living Christ desires our needs to be met and our hearts to be consoled.
The Living Christ loves our flourishing. 

Come, let us gather in the Wisdom of God and the Spirit of the Living Christ. 

Opening Prayer

God, the enormity of the suffering of the world burns in us like a forest fire, collapses us like a building, 
washes over us like floodwaters, sits in us like a plane that can’t leave the gate. In our sorrow, console us 
with moments of beauty and belonging. Build with us communities of solidarity and kindness, for you desire 



© 2021 enfleshed 

not our suffering but our delight. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Ella Baker, visionary and human rights activist, said “give light and people will find the way.” Let us bring 
forth our offerings that we might offer a way to one another. Through our giving and receiving, let us 
illuminate the path to collective thriving. 

Prayer of Dedication 

Holy Spirit, bless our offerings to the lineage of the saints who have gone before us, the wise people who 
envisioned a way of being where all lived with dignity. Bless our offerings to the generations who come after 
us, may they embody freedom in ways we have yet to imagine. Amen.

Benediction 

Go forth, heeding the insight of the wise,
that they might show us a way to freedom.
Go forth, in the courage of your own Inner Wisdom,
that it might reveal your heart’s desire.
Go forth in the ancient and ever new wisdom of the Spirit,
that She might illuminate our path to compassionate living.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

• What is your community’s position on the merit of suffering? How can you interrupt or challenge
theological frameworks which excuse and valorize suffering?

• How does your faith community talk about servanthood and/or servant leadership? How can your use
of that language further guide your community towards prophetic action that destabilizes the empire?

• Does the discourse you engage most reflect that taking place among the most marginalized? In what
ways can your community further embrace and prioritize rhetoric that empowers the most vulnerable
of your neighbors?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Casey Overton (she/they). 

Cosmic - Let’s dive right into the interpretive contention: we Christians remain eager to appropriate this 
suffering servant as a foretelling of Christ. Since the text seems to refer to an individual, Jesus is a very 
opportune insertion for Christians longing to wrest this text from the responsible care of its Jewish and 
rightfully Jesus-oblivious context. Jewish tradition, however, reads the servant as an allegory for the nation 
of Israel, and this most likely would have been on the mind of a prophet who hasn’t yet been reduced to a 
sanctified fortune teller by Christian imagination. Chris Franke explicates the issue well saying, “To speak of 
Jesus, who lived in the first century CE, would be meaningless to exiles living in Babylonia in the sixth century 
BCE. In addition, this view fans the flames of antisemitism for those who hold such a misinterpretation today.” 

What if we were to tell you that this passage could still bear immeasurable value even without revolving 
around Christ and perpetuating ideas of Jewish inferiority?

Christianity has a knack for laying claim to ideas that weren’t originally ours. From the creation story, great 
flood, Jesus’ virgin birth, and his murder, many of the plotlines we now take ownership over have been retold in 
other faiths since well before Biblical authors were conceived. Likewise, the general storyline of a virtuous hero 
who risks their life to disrupt injustice out of immense love for their people is not unique to Jesus. This is the 
approximate character arc of almost every celebrated figure throughout history, but more importantly, is the 
character arc of almost every radical who wrestled against wicked powers.

We have mistakenly overidentified this sacrificially heroic quality with divinity in the ways Western culture, and 
even more so Christian culture, valorize suffering. Of course, this is difficult not to do when worshiping a man 
who, begotten by God, was sent here solely to save humanity via excruciating suffering as some tell the story. 
Black women with wakened ears, knowing this version of the narrative to be lacking in Truth, reached within 
themselves to construct an atonement theory befitting of stigmatized femmehoods. Among its ethereal heralds 
is Delores Williams whose perspective is neatly distilled by Jawanza Eric Clark in Indigenous Black Theology. 
Williams interrogates traditional atonement theories in her Sisters in the Wilderness questioning, “Can there 
be salvific power for black women in Christian images of oppression (for example, Jesus on the cross) meant 
to teach something about redemption?” Clark elaborates saying, “...Williams suggests that Christ’s violent death 
on the cross not only glorifies violent, painful suffering but also sanctifies oppressive experiences of surrogacy.”

Joseph Morgan-Smith offers further insights integrating the wisdoms of Joanne Carlson Brown and Rebecca 
Parker:

“Moreover, for Williams and for Brown and Parker, our theories of atonement glorify the cruel and unjust 
suffering of Jesus, held up as an example to be imitated. Speaking in the context of sexual and domestic 
violence, Brown and Parker believe this type of oppression has been sustained by the fact that many 
women have been convinced their suffering is justified. And it is ‘this fundamental tenet of Christianity that 
Christ suffered and died for us that ‘upholds actions and attitudes that accept, glorify, and even encourage 

https://biologos.org/articles/gilgamesh-atrahasis-and-the-flood/
https://biologos.org/articles/gilgamesh-atrahasis-and-the-flood/
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suffering.”

Although we magisterially identify Jesus with God to a far greater extent than Jesus himself felt the need to, 
our passage distinguishes the divine from the suffering servant by relating our Source as One who assists, 
dignifies, vindicates, and consoles - One who conjures an antivenom for the still-painful judgments of the 
adversary. Nowhere in this passage is our Creator endorsing of or delighted by our suffering. In fact, God 
isn’t even the hero who swoops in to save the day. Isaiah 52:14 actually reveals a tragic ending in which the 
servant is not saved from harm by divine heroism.  In this way, the suffering servant bestows a glimpse of 
Rubem Alves’ ‘weak god’ from his essay “When Pain Turns Into Poetry.” 

“A weak god can cry with me. [Zi]e can even excuse [z]imself: ‘It wasn’t possible to prevent it. I know 
because I tried. Look at these wounds on my body. They prove that I tried…’ [z]e cries with me. So the two 
of us, my god and I, cry together. And that’s why we love each other.”

Structural - How then, can an entire nation of Israel be compared to a suffering servant? Applying a 
power analysis reveals how the servant works on the micro and the macro levels. Whether the suffering 
servant represents Israel via the individual prophet speaker or is a direct allegory for the collective nation 
of Israel, the allegory is held together by the essence of the prophetic - That transgressing what is palatable 
or tolerable for dominating forces is always a turn towards the divine. In the unraveling of a rancid order, 
divinity then has a void in which to sculpt free worlds into existence. Therefore, God’s creative work 
has a necessarily contemptible element that seldom gets taken up by Their most prominent supposed 
devotees. Effective prophets threaten systems to the degree that the system has to undertake drastic and 
violent measures for self-preservation. September 12 bursts with such prophetic significance as it marks 
the day that South African movement leader Steve Biko succumbed to injuries from a brutal beating by 
law enforcement. This day also marks the birth of Guinean freedom fighter Amílcar Cabral who would be 
assassinated by Portuguese adversaries. These individuduals, like the prophet Isaiah who praised Cyrus as 
a liberator (Isaiah 44:28-45:4) and Jesus who belittled Rome were imperiled by the decolonial truth they 
embodied.

This prophetic quality of the suffering servant can still be collective. The United States has yet to lift 
sanctions on Cuba under the guise of human rights abuses while movement history suggests that this 
maneuver has more to do with such a proximate revolutionary spirit presenting an ideological threat 
to its capitalistic hegemony. A sanctioned and thereby starving Cuba can then still be notarized as a 
communist failure while the wealthy capitalist country where at least 11% of the population is food 
insecure and 600,000 people (and counting) perished of avoidable infectious disease curiously ‘earns’ the 
authority to act as international police. Black and brown nations with known histories of resistance - 
Guinea-Bisseau, Cuba, Haiti, Vietnam, etc. are often forced into a subservient role in the global economy. 
Stripped of their autonomy, these nations end up being key suppliers of food, manufactured goods, and 
even medical professionals to the wealthier countries that are responsible for their underdevelopment. By 
no coincidence, their histories of ideological and material divestment from the racist marketplace leaves 
them battered by globalization’s insistence on their conformity. Steve Biko writes of Black and indigenous 
servitude, “ No one wants to be reminded that it is the indigenous people who are poor and exploited 

https://daily.jstor.org/the-death-of-steve-biko-revisited/
https://daily.jstor.org/the-death-of-steve-biko-revisited/
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Amilcar-Lopes-Cabral
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in the land of their birth. These are concepts which the Black consciousness approach wishes to eradicate 
from the Black man’s mind before our society is driven to chaos by irresponsible people from Coca-cola and 
hamburger cultural backgrounds.”

How does the affluent Coca-cola and hamburger Church sound then when it throws around “servant 
leaders” as though an overstuffed wallet of white savior interventionism is in any way comparable to 
subversive prophecy gestating from a slave’s deficient agency? How can this suffering servant lead us to 
reimagine our conception of servant leadership in our local communities? Who are the true suffering 
servants among us?

Interpersonal - This entire message, though, is cradled in a sublime intention - a purpose that defangs the 
suffering in later verses of its ability to intimidate and control the speaker. The servant seeks to sustain the 
weary with a word (verse 4). The words used for “sustain” gesture towards restoration of the famished - 
the word sustenance comes to mind. In music, the sustain allows a note to ring uninhibited, a resonance 
continuing that otherwise would have ended. Jewish sources translate this phrase as “establish times”. I 
swell with appreciation for this passage’s apparent centering of  the most vulnerable - those closest to the 
edges of existence and whose lives remain under imminent threat. The prophet seems to recognize that his 
responsibility rests significantly to these, our weary ones most in need of sustenance.

Literally and figuratively, who do our ministries spend the most time and resources feeding? Do our 
communities plan elaborate potlucks and dinners for financially comfortable members while only offering 
a food pantry to the poor to which they must transport themselves? If our words are sustenance, do our 
messages serve to “feed” those impacted identities on the front lines of our struggles for justice or do they 
fertilize content farms that produce cash crops exported to big buyers? What benefit are our words to 
communities struggling against imperial extinction campaigns?

Our messages often have little to offer the exhausted. We could even spend Sunday mornings encouraging 
and organizing our empire’s exploited essential workers. Instead, we spend our words pleading with privilege, 
convincing the cynical, affirming the affluent, and rebutting the reactionary. How can we enact a shift to 
embracing an approach of compassion towards the weary (who gain little from serving as rhetorical props 
for debates and virtue signaling)?

When our rhetoric and responses to Black, brown, and indigenous plight place our livelihoods within 
some spurious “marketplace of ideas”, we covenant ourselves to the false prophecy that the oppressed 
need sponsors for their liberation. Not only is this disempowering, but, as Assata Shakur says, “Nobody in 
the world, nobody in history, has ever gotten their freedom by appealing to the moral sense of the people 
who were oppressing them.” May we also remember the words of Amílcar Cabral as the day of his birth 
approaches,

“Always remember that the people are not fighting for ideas, nor for what is in men’s minds. The people 
fight and accept the sacrifices demanded by the struggle in order to gain material advantages, to live 
better and in peace, to benefit from progress, and for the better future of their children. National 
liberation, the struggle against colonialism, the construction of peace, progress and independence are 
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hollow words devoid of any significance unless they can be translated into a real improvement of living 
conditions.”

What would it look like if we didn’t engage in vaccine, women clergy, and critical race theory debates and 
simply broadcast our life-giving stance with an unwavering unapologetic? What if we were so steadfast in 
our covenant to justice that our example alone is all the punditry we need? This is not to be conflated with 
a refusal to discuss or educate, but the line between educating a cooperative learner and making theatre 
of our attempts to coerce the unconvinceable certainly isn’t as thin as mainstream modes of engagement 
may lead us to believe. The suffering servant is invested in edifying the most endangered of their neighbors 
perhaps because the prophetic priority is one that preserves the lives most discounted by gluttonous 
oppressors. 
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Words for inspiration: 

“Because love is an act of courage, not of fear, love is a commitment to others. No matter where the 
oppressed are found, the act of love is commitment to their cause--the cause of liberation.”

- Paulo Freire
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Why Cubans Protested on July 11

How Amílcar Cabral shaped Paulo Freire’s pedagogy

Atlanta federal pen nearly vacant amid corruption investigation 

Black Women Juke Joint Owners and Food Heritage

Imam Jamil Al-Amin, formerly known as H. Rap Brown, is seeking a retrial after serving 20+ years in 
prison.

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




