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Baruch 5:1-9
Malachi 3:1-4
Luke 1:68-79
Philippians 1:3-11
Luke 3:1-6

What links the texts this week? 

What joy we find in a Creator who knows and feels the yearnings of our flesh! The scriptures prompt 
us to give thanks for the messengers preparing the way, and we are invited to join their prophetic 
cause! God is soon to appear in a new way to uplift those whose bodies face the dangers of systemic 
sin. The righteousness of Mama God’s glory is so sweet that it not only protects but also brings peace, 
eliminating our need for protection so that all flesh shall see salvation!
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

The Living God is among us
reviving what has grown stale,
transforming lives, not discarding people,
bringing new life through repentance and repair.

God does not threaten with flames that destroy, but says
Let us burn away pretense to get to the heart of the matter:

We are here to dream of the world to come
and to live radically in its direction.
With courage, with faith, let us worship the One who guides us.

Opening Prayer

Holy Spirit, you guide us through systems and cultures that divide and destroy us. Though we all come 
into the world the same way, as babies, naked and dependent, our likeness is distorted through power and 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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privilege. God, you make possible our collective redemption. Like a kind caregiver is tender with a child, 
show us the way. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Farmer and writer, Wendell Berry, writes: invest in the millennium; say that your main crop is the forest / 
that you did not plant, / that you will not live to harvest. We bring forth our offerings, not in the spirit of 
quick profit, but to each other’s daily bread and to the future of our planet home.

Prayer of Dedication 

Tending and tender God, root our collected resources for the flourishing of generations to come. Plant 
what we have given in the lush soil of your grace, that all needs may be met. May the harvest of generosity 
and care be plenty. Amen.

Benediction 

We are all born on this plane of existence
crying for connection and reaching for a human to hold.
Let us go forth co-creating community
where vulnerability is treasured and protected,
and where compassion abounds,
that all may know the freedom of being loved
for Love’s sake.

SERMON PREP

Questions: 

• In what ways does your community remain invested in Empire, expecting it to deliver on false promises?
What can be done to distance yourselves from those areas which reveal any persisting faith in Empire?

• Are the processes by which harm is addressed in your contexts (faith or otherwise) based on
punishment or accountability? How can the punitive approaches be adjusted to focus on repairing the
harm that was done?

• What are your ambitions for various areas of your life (aesthetic, professional, domestic, etc.)? What
material impact might they have on vulnerable populations who can’t access those advantages? Do you
think these ambitions are correspondent with a radical vulnerability that operates in solidarity with
these communities?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her). 

Cosmic - It was supposed to be better than this. It was supposed to be a triumphant return to life as we’d 
known it. Wasn’t it?

It was just over a year ago when we banged pots and honked horns in the street to celebrate the defeat of an 
aspiring despot, not quite a year since we heaved a sigh of relief as his replacement was peacefully inaugurated 
in front of a Capitol still surrounded by barricades and military guard and in the presence of socially distanced 
dignitaries. Six months ago, we began to take off our masks, to gather again for potlucks and picnics. It seemed 
as if things were looking up.

But as we lurch into Advent with our masks mostly back in place, with the democracy deeply divided, and with 
our government grinding its gears over even gaunt ghosts of the visionary legislation we’d hoped for, there is a 
dull but pervasive sense of disappointment. It was supposed to be better than this. Wasn’t it?

Who is the god of disappointment, and what does it take to believe, in the midst of disappointment, in the 
advent of something new?

In this week’s passage from Malachi, we drop in on the ancient Judeans in a time that should have been joyful. 
The exiles had returned from their long captivity in Babylon. They had rebuilt the temple and once again 
worshipped there. But…it just wasn’t as glorious as they had hoped it would be. It seemed that even after all of 
that hard work, oppression continued to rule the day. Women were being consigned to the economic disaster 
that was divorce at the time. Workers were being exploited. Immigrants were being cast out, and corruption 
was rampant among the religious leaders. The arrogant applauded themselves with alacrity, and evildoers 
prospered without peril. Where was the triumphant transformation they had been promised, the time when 
God would make Judah “a land of delight”?

Rev. Lynice Pinkard often says, “Empire will never deliver on its promises.” By this, I understand her to mean 
that the machinations of power are rigged from the get-go; they can only continue to replicate the same 
brutality in slightly reformed guises. The salvation we seek will not come from the halls of power, nor will it 
be easily recognized by those of us who have been conditioned to keep our focus there, on the rise and fall of 
political parties, the cacophony of Congress, the grinding gears of a so-called justice system, and the recovery 
or relapse of this rapacious economy. 

Empire is the god of disappointment. So long as we continue to expect salvation from there, we will continue 
to worship at its feet. Like the religious people of Malachi’s time, we will not authentically surrender our safety 
to the God of the covenant by turning over our time, talents, and treasure, but instead will secretly withhold 
the best for ourselves, just in case this whole salvation thing turns out to be a crock.

But there is a new wind blowing, and it carries with it the whiff of something new.

On the night before he was assassinated, Rev. Martin Luther King bore witness to this new wind. He said:

“….[T]he world is all messed up. The nation is sick. Trouble is in the land. Confusion all around….But I 
know somehow that only when it is dark enough can you see the stars. And I see God working in this 
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period….in a way that men [sic], in some strange way, are responding—something is happening in our 
world. The masses of people are rising up. And wherever they are assembled today….the cry is always 
the same—‘We want to be free.’”

The god of empire, the god of disappointment, cannot save us, but the scripture says that “the Lord whom 
you seek will suddenly come to his [sic] temple” and everything will change.

Is this good news? It depends on what you are willing to release, because whatever is born of empire, the 
god of disappointment, will be burned or scrubbed away.

Structural - Sometimes it is hard to tell the voice of God from the voice of all the false gods who vie for 
our attention. We are encouraged to pay homage to these false gods through systems and structures set up 
for that purpose, and in exchange we are promised rewards such as prosperity, safety, security, and a sense 
of righteousness and vindication. And any worship, repeated often enough, shapes how we behave and how 
we think and how we understand the world.

One of those false gods is Punishment, who is worshipped at the temples of policing, surveillance, 
incarceration, and state-sponsored violence. Worship of Punishment through these systems encourages 
us to divide human beings into innocent victims and guilty perpetrators, to believe that evil is confined to 
particular bad actors, and to believe in the redemptive value of violence, shame, and isolation in eradicating 
that evil. We are encouraged to pull ourselves over to the side of the good ones by projecting any less-
than-stellar impulses onto others. Of course this only works for some people—those with proximity to 
whiteness, wealth, and other markers of power and authority.

It is easy to mistake the voice of God for the voice of Punishment in this passage and others that deal with 
judgment/Judgment Day/“the day of his [sic] coming.” It is easy to read the refiner’s fire in this passage as 
the fires of hell, a place of eternal punishment that Christians have created in the image of our/their own 
punitive conditioning. The fuller’s soap might call to mind angry hands shoving soap into our mouths for 
saying something they didn’t want us to say. People raised within a Christian supremacist culture might 
easily imagine that this passage is about the burning up of those people who are not acting right, leaving 
behind a purified remnant that is somehow “pleasing to God.”

But that is not really what these images are doing. A refiner’s fire is used to burn away impurities in 
something that is essentially good and valuable; in the process, that substance becomes stronger and more 
resilient. Fuller’s soap is used to scrub the dirt from wool so that it can be made into thread and woven 
into something beautiful. These images remind us that the world is not easily divided into good and bad, 
that instead there are aspects, elements, and qualities in everything that are more or less useful for the 
thriving of all life, and our goal is to strengthen those that serve life.

When Christians read this passage during Advent, we tend to interpret the “messenger” in this passage 
as either John the Baptist (“Prepare the way of the Lord; make straight paths for him [sic]”) or Jesus, and 
I’m going to follow that convention here. However, it bears noting that to do so from a 21st century 
perspective can, if not done carefully, contribute to supersessionism and, in turn, antisemitism. This passage 
had its own meaning, pointing to its own referent within the Judaism of the time, and was not intended to 
bolster a religious system that overshadows Judaism.

That said, if we do imagine Jesus as the bringer of the refiner’s fire and the fuller’s soap, it is difficult to 
square that with notions of hellfire and punishment. Nowhere in the gospels does Jesus advocate violence, 



December 5,  2021

isolation, or other forms of punishment. (In fact, he actively discourages those; for example, when a woman 
accused of adultery is brought before him, he asks her accusers which one of them is without sin. He actively 
complicates their simple identification of sin with someone outside themselves.) Instead of calling for 
punishment, Jesus speaks the truth in such a way that hearers are convicted within themselves and shown a 
way to make repair for whatever harm they have been a part of. The tax collector Zachaeus spontaneously 
decides to give half of his wealth to the poor and repay four times any amount he has received unfairly, and all 
this happens, seemingly, just from catching sight of Jesus.

What is it about Jesus that provokes this astounding response?

Certainly some of it is that he speaks the truth. I think there is also something here about vulnerability. At this 
time of year, Christians contemplate what it might mean that the divine is born into the world as a vulnerable 
baby. In actuality, Jesus never loses that vulnerability. He continues to reveal the gentle, sacred truth in a world 
in which that truth has been abandoned and rejected in favor of power, safety, and security. And that truth is 
convicting. You might ask your congregation this week whether hearing someone else’s vulnerable truth has 
ever led them to acknowledge and admit the truth about themselves.

This is accountability, not punishment. How can your community become a place where vulnerability can 
inspire accountability?

Perhaps the refiner’s fire is not punishing hellfire but the vulnerable process of seeing one’s self as both 
sacred—an incarnation of the divine—and also imperfect and capable of doing harm. It is enough to make us 
squirm with discomfort. Maybe it is also enough to change us. “Who can endure the day of [vulnerability’s] 
coming, and who can stand when [it] appears?”

Interpersonal - One way of understanding the refiner’s fire and the fuller’s soap is to imagine it as that 
coming reality which burns away every form of unearned privilege and domination and frees us from every 
form of internalized inferiority and from the systems that hold us in subordinate positions.

This is an apocalyptic vision. 

Imagine a day when every person who has in any way been subjugated rises up with every other subjugated 
person to claim their birthright. 

Now imagine what that would require from every person who has come to rely on unearned advantages.

This is the world we are waiting for, preparing for. Right? Right.

This is the day when we will have only our naked selves to present to the world, without pretense or 
privilege.

“Who can endure the day of [vulnerability’s] coming, and who can stand when [it] appears?”

One of the warnings the prophet Malachi gives is that people have been stealing from God. Later in the 
chapter from which this week’s passage is drawn, the prophet writes:

“Ever since the time of your ancestors you have turned away from my decrees and have not kept them. 
Return to me, and I will return to you,” says the Lord Almighty.

© 2021 enfleshed 
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But you ask, ‘How are we to return?’

‘Will a mere mortal rob God? Yet you rob me. But you ask, ‘How are we robbing you?’

‘In tithes and offerings. You are under a curse—your whole nation—because you are robbing me. Bring 
the whole tithe into the storehouse, that there may be food in my house. Test me in this,’ says the Lord 
Almighty, ‘and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that 
there will not be room enough to store it.’” (Malachi 3: 7-10)

I don’t think God is making this accusation because God needs more wealth in the offering bowls but 
because people are failing to redistribute what rightfully belongs to all of God’s people (including nonhuman 
people, too), which is what tithes and offerings are meant to do.

Making use of unearned privileges and advantages is equivalent to stealing from God. Robbing God’s people 
is robbing God.

One way of approaching Advent this year is to bring some awareness to the systemic advantages each of 
us relies on for our safety, security, convenience, and luxury. For example, what every Barbecue Becky or 
Central Park Karen knows deep down is that the police will believe a white femme-presenting person over 
a Black person nearly any day. The police are a weapon that white women carry in their pockets all the 
time.

Formal education is another such weapon, as is wealth and/or the proximity to power and wealth. 
Conformity to conventional beauty standards would be another. No doubt you and your congregation can 
think of even more examples.

Can we begin to imagine a world in which we do not have such advantages or seek to obtain them? Can 
we imagine having only our own naked selves to offer the world?

These questions seem fitting in the season of preparation for a baby born naked and vulnerable into the 
world.
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Words for inspiration: 

Refelct on the quoted anecdote from John Lane, Timeless Simplicity: Creative Living in a Consumer Society that 
challenges capitalistic understandings of ambition by uplifting a fisherman’s conscious alignment with simpler 
and even more vulnerable pursuits.
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Leaked Audio: Amazon Workers Grill Managers at Anti-Union Meeting

Fat trans people are having their lives put on hold because of devastating medical fatphobia

Climate Change: Rice farmers count losses as drought bites off yield

The Most Detailed Map of Cancer-Causing Industrial Air Pollution in the U.S.

14,000 Kroger workers in Houston could go on strike before Thanksgiving

[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.


