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TEXTS

December 12, 2021

Zephaniah 3:14-20
Isaiah 12:2-6
Philippians 4:4-7
Luke 3:7-18

What links the texts this week?

Calls for rejoice are beautifully accompanied by challenges to oppressors that somehow don’t get fea-
tured in our worship songs. Our advent selection offers us a complete portrait of how we might arrive
at the celebratory postures we prioritize in our sacred music despite conditions for that liberation

remaining unmet. But with the incarnation comes hope for a new era of justice in which God joins us
in the chorus of praise!

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

Call to worship

Amidst our yearning for violent systems to fall,
The Liberating God plots with us ways of mutuality.

Amidst our heartbreak and our mourning for the dead,
The Living God breathes life into relationships of care.

Whenever we move towards liberation and community,
The Celebrating God rejoices over us in singing.

Whenever we reject schemes manufactured in the halls of power,
The Another-Way God meets us with creativity.

Thanks be to God, who joins us in our struggles
and who dances with us in our joy!

Opening Prayer
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Holy Wisdom, in the season of Advent some of us feel as if we are waiting for joy. Refusing to cast lament
aside, guide us in practices of honoring each other’s sorrow. Reveal to us ordinary consolation threaded
through seasons of waiting, that in attending to our multiplicity, we may have fortitude to seek liberation for
ourselves and each other.Amen.

Invitation to Offering

By aligning with the ways of the Living God, we have chosen to swim against the relentless tide of the ways
of empire.We have chosen collective thriving over individual gain and we have chosen to have power with
one another instead of power over one another. In community and in sharing what we have, the way of life
unfolds before us.

Prayer of Dedication

God of the Oppressed, as wealth and resources are hoarded, your people suffer.What we have to offer can
feel so small. But there is a song that goes: little becomes much when you place it in the Maker’s hands. So
take our little and bless it for much; bless it towards resistance of the exploitation of person and planet and
towards our dreams of vibrant possibility. Amen.

Benediction

The ways of empire wear us down and exhausted us.

They want our weariness to lull us into acceptance of abuse.
But God has another plan: for those who move in Her

to spread wide the wings of Radical Love.

So during the season of waiting, let us not be idle.

Let us go with God, hatching plans for liberation

and conspiring of our collective salvation.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Does your spiritual community recognize Christhood as having spiritual and material effect? How can
you stretch the limits of who and what we refer to when we discuss the work of Christ?

*  What adjustments might need to be made in how your faith community discusses messianic promise,
whether spiritual or political, to maintain a collective sense of responsibility for injustice?

* How often does your response to others’ struggles include a commitment to do something for them
that could relieve some of the pressure? Could your community come together to create action plans
to support those facing difficult circumstances?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Casey Overton (she/they).

Cosmic - Our Bible studies have supposedly acquainted us well with the prophetic tradition. The lineage of
passionate, courageous, and marvelously abrasive characters are presented as God’s mouthpieces, dragging
Israel by their dirty earlobes with each scalding hot take they serve.And we gobble it up! Many of us see our
own interests championed in prophetic texts - their words of scorn for the powerful and deliverance for the
dispossessed bring great consolation to us blessed ones.The LORD our God is in our midst, after all (verse
I7)! Everything will be made right! What a fitting message for our Advent seaso- hold on just a minute...

God is in our midst... even in the Hebrew scriptures widely known as the Old Testament? As in B.C.? This text
says God is with us already, and not just nearby or ‘round the way - in our midst...like, all up in there.WVell,
Advent celebrates the incarnation so maybe it’s different? God was with us before, but now They’re with us with
us. So what'’s the difference? Was it just Diet God™ before? Less calories? Cheaper, maybe, like boneless wings-
Sure, okay, they’re “chicken wings,” but are they really?

How is Jesus’ arrival different from when The Divine was present any other time in scripture? The obvious
answer is the body- Advent celebrates when God was enfleshed! This is only if you don’t count that time
Moses hid between the rocks so God could back that thang up without inadvertently obliterating Moses

in the power of Her holiness (Exodus 33:21-23). God certainly seemed to have a spatiotemporal form
corporeal enough to have a hand, a face, and a behind.While that sounds a lot like a body, this doesn’t exactly
prove anything to those of us not reading literally. That weird Exodus episode still complicates the landscape
surrounding my inquiry regarding the spatial introduction of God’s body.

We'll resume this investigation in the given passage where Zephaniah, a prophet, speaks the word of God - a
word of salvation. In verse |8, we receive a peculiar gift just as we're beginning to wonder when this salvation
will at last arrive.“The LORD...he [sic] will exult over you with loud singing as on a day of festival. | will remove
disaster from you, so that you will not bear reproach for it. | will deal with all your oppressors...”

Did you catch it?! Between verses |7 and 19, the POV changes from third to first-person - God arrives in the
text! This B.C. advent opens yet another array of questions! Is Zephaniah still speaking? If so, what’s left to
differentiate the prophet from the Divine? Some commentators simply explain this as the prophet shifting into
direct quotation of the words of our Creator, but how could a human possess such a power?

We may not have total clarity regarding how the prophetic enables such proximity to God that they can speak
God’s Word verbatim (I would argue solidarity). Nonetheless, our Creator, in a sense, borrows their bodies as
they speak on behalf of Love. Thus the body of the prophet, like Jesus’, also becomes our Creator’s, at least in
part.Are they not also Christs?

Well, the prophets weren’t exactly saviors and didn’t claim to be. Most Christians recognize Jesus’ role

as Savior as the primary theological grounding for their faith proclamation.This can also encourage a
disempowered psyche that waits for a hero to deliver our salvation to us spiritually and materially. This is not
what Jesus’ ministry promoted. Could there be liberating material advantages if our Christian spirituality can
make room for our Creator to be embodied much more often than just the single occurrence of Jesus? If
our communities were to press into our role as the begotten body of Christ, how might that affect how we
dedicate ourselves to complete liberation? Would you welcome a Creator with so deep a love for you that
they consider you part of Themself?
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Structural - Let’s put ourselves in the sandals of the Israelites. This jubilant message of salvation comes

in what's believed to be the beginning of the Josiah administration.The thing is, King Josiah is probably still

a child at the time of writing since he was crowned king at the slightly inexperienced age of eight.The
previous administrations were those of Manasseh and his son Amon who are both described in scripture (2
Kings 21) as doing evil by their neglect of the law and covenant to God.

Now, somebody in here might be able to relate to the nauseating circumstance of having questionably high
hopes for a new administration after one that was an absolute chariot wreck...Can | get a witness? It is in
this collective state that we likely find the book of Zephaniah speaking to.This passage is therefore bursting
with messianic hope which is what makes this so appropriate for Advent. Jin Hee Han draws on Talmudic
tradition to offer more grounding to this idea saying,“The Talmud depicts the messianic end time as ‘when
the high-handed disappear from Israel’ (b. Sanh. 98a). The coming of the Messiah and the restoration of
Israel based on Zeph. 3:20 is reflected in the traditional Jewish liturgy.”

It would be easier to share another rapturous rave about messianic hope and how things will be better

in the by and by, but we’ve been doing that for quite some time, haven’t we? The reality remains that
neither King Josiah nor any other king would achieve the liberated heights to which the Israelites hoped
and certainly not what’s promised in this passage. King Josiah did introduce reforms that would have

had a favorable material and spiritual impact on his subjects (2 Kings 23). Still, the long life and peaceful
death prophesied over him (2 Kings 23:29-30) did not come to pass when he was murdered in battle.
Furthermore, any relief the people would have enjoyed from his reforms would have been made irrelevant
by the Babylonians that brought them into exile within two generations of Josiah’s reign.

Herein we begin to notice the musty odor in the crevices of the prophetic tradition and the messianic
hope it purports.The claims of coming victory for trampled and victimized peoples never see a meaningful
manifestation. The transcendent figures who we swear will act as embodiments of the Divine for a
desperate community never live up to the hype if they even live at all. Jesus was murdered before instituting
the era of absolute peace and justice. His messianic responsibility, as understood by his followers, would be
carried out only after his supposedly imminent return.With the messianic age now conveniently relegated
to an inaccessible eschaton, there can be no accountability for the success or failure of its central figure.

This shortcoming thus is also present in our national politics. Such is the American way that every election
cycle, a savior purchases our devotion with promises that they can inaugurate a new era that relieves us

of our present troubles. By this doctrine, voters were shamed into supporting President Biden so that his
slightly less ruinous (or perhaps more insidious) approach would purportedly make it easier to achieve
liberation... from the system he helped build.“Restoring the soul of a nation” became his messianic claim,
problematic as it was in its assertion that this nation is more human than the peoples whose blood it mixed
into its mortar.

At every turn, messianism finds a way to excuse its ineffective messiahs and explain to those who need
them most that the material liberation dangled in front of them was never part of the messianic promise.
Therefore the advent of a king, president, social movement leader, or corporeal deity offers little to the
unsheltered person whose primary hope is not to freeze to death on the sidewalks of a nation with enough
gold to pave streets with it.

How then, as people of faith, do we hold our messianic fidelities in a way that empowers us to also take
collective responsibility for our own salvation? How can our faith dialogue frame messianic claims in a

manner that doesn’t make our liberation reliant on a single central figure?
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Interpersonal - We can’t approach a thorough reading of this text without considering that the prophet Zephaniah
may not have made these lofty promises to the people at all. Harper Collins commentators note that “The restoration
of salvation among God’s people (3.9-20) may stem in part from later editors of the Zephaniah tradition.”

“Do not fear...” the editors say,““Do not let your hands grow weak!”

The rest of Zephaniah is nowhere near as encouraging as this selected passage. If the book ended with the grim
warnings that characterize it, originally there was no guarantee of imminent and widespread salvation nor God’s
vindication and joy-filled song at the end.Without verses 14-20, only a righteous remnant of the people of Israel may
have been preserved.

When we consider that our passage could be the product of concerned editors who wanted to offer their people
more hope amidst the devastation of Babylonian captivity, how should this affect our interpretations of the text,
especially since we know that the end of the 70-year Babylonian captivity still did not deliver on this passage’s
promises? How can a suffering people find solace in affirmations that never seem to be affirmed by their material
reality?

The editors have wonderful intentions, and we mimic their approach as we bid our suffering to “stay strong” and “hang
in there.” We insist that “it’ll get better” and even cherry-pick scriptures to perform confidence in better, more joyous
days ahead. Religious people are predisposed to be instillers of hope as the messianic aspects of our respective faiths
train us to do.We also have a valiant desire to ensure our beloveds survive their pain and struggle, and hope can be
paramount to survival. For a population so ravaged as the exiled Israelites, however, supposedly encouraging them to
“not let their hands grow weak” is pretty cruel if said encourager is unwilling to help them carry the load.

Encouragement, support, and healing most certainly have a vital place in our communities, ministries, and movements,
but we risk collaboration with the individualist logics of oppressors when we are deceived into believing that a person’s
healing is in their hands alone and that their ability to “overcome” is determined by their own strength. Rwandans
devastated in the aftermath of the genocide caused by colonial ethnopolitical constructs knew well the importance of
not hyper-individualizing care and healing. In fact, this tendency among visiting Western psychologists resulted in being
rejected by the communities because their practice was irresponsible, partly by its racially charged conception but also
by its cultural neglect. Elana Premack Sandler shares one such account told to Andrew Solomon during his travels to
Rwanda.

“They came and their practice did not involve being outside in the sun where you begin to feel better. There was
no music or drumming to get your blood flowing again. There was no sense that everyone had taken the day off
so that the entire community could come together to try to lift you up and bring you back oy joy.There was no
acknowledgment of the depression as something invasive and external that could actually be cast out again.

Instead they would take people one at a time into these dingy little rooms and have them sit around for an hour
or so and talk about bad things that had happened to them.We had to ask them to leave.”

While acknowledging immense harm caused by the notion of depression as something external in need of driving

out, we can nuance the present matter with an understanding that the_invasive causal forces in the Rwandan genocide

were colonial and thereby demonic - this depression was not a spontaneous chemical imbalance since it had attached

itself to unimaginable grief. That said, the concerned Rwandan offering this account was astutely committed to holistic,
communal healing in a way that western medicine was neither equipped for nor willing or to accommodate. Rwandans
knew that their neighbors could never be expected to bear the burdens of their trauma and their healing alone.

For our communities to exercise a genuine commitment to compassion and healing, we must aspire to
contributing beyond “positive” platitudes and unstable “affirmations”.We can craft communities that respond

to pain with collaborative and holistic strategies like those of the Rwandan people.
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Words for inspiration:
| imagine the words below from Pablo Neruda to be the words of our Creator:
“I love you without knowing how, or when, or from where. | love you simply.Without problems or pride: |

love you in this way because | do not know any other ways of loving but this, in which there is no | or you,
so intimate that your hand upon my chest is my hand. So intimate that when | fall asleep your eyes close.”

- Excerpt from “One Hundred Love Sonnets: XVII” by Pablo Neruda
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Haitian migrants in ICE custody face dire conditions at NM detention facility

While U.S. Interventionism Continues in Cuba, DC Anti-Imperialist Activists Stand in Solidarity with
the Cuban Revolution

Kevin Strickland freed after judge vacates conviction in 1978 triple murders
Kellogg’s to replace some striking workers after talks stall
Are new COVID variants like Omicron linked to low vaccine coverage? Here’s what the science says

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

Commentaries Author
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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.
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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.
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