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Isaiah 43:1-7
Psalm 29
Acts 8:14-17
Luke 3:15-17, 21-22 

What links the texts this week? 

The waters call out to us in the texts, both as a site of chaos and turmoil, but most importantly as a site 
of Divine companionship and restoration. Amidst great waters, we are sometimes rudely awakened to 
our smallness. We confront the depth of our insignificance as the waters threaten to thrash or drown 
us. Instead, we’re met by our Help, sovereign even over the waters, joining us as we’re immersed, lifting 
us children of The Holy from its depths that we might know healing in liberation.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Through every age of struggle,
every era of hope,
the Holy One is a faithful companion. 

From spirits that seduce with power,
They deliver and transform.

In the labors of liberation,
They sustain with joy and courage.

Praise God, whose presence is a force for life. 

Opening Prayer

Companioning One, the calling of love is full of risk. Oppressive forces and institutions seem so permanent, 
and our individual lives, so vulnerable and fleeting. Deepen our faith in your abiding promises, that we may 
be brave for each other. In community, we pray. Amen. 

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

When circumstances surround us with grief, box us in to fear, or build up our defenses, God turns us 
toward each other. Together, we find what we need to navigate even the most precarious of times. In this 
spirit of collective care, let us bring what we have with trust in the Sacred.

Prayer of dedication

Loving One, we pray you would bless these gifts, small and humble, toward your work of freedom. Guide 
our intentions and our actions in the direction of your kindom - where all creatures, creations, neighbors, 
and even our enemies are delivered from systems of evil. That your blessings may abound on all the earth, 
amen.

Benediction

God will see Her promises of justice through. 
Whether these promises unfold over generations,
or swiftly and unexpectedly,
new life will grow,
thrones will crumble,
eras will end and begin.
As God companions, may we faithfully companion one another,
and all who labor for liberation.
In peace with courage, the Spirit leads us.

 

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 To what extent does your congregation’s baptism practice still carry the radical sentiment of traversing 
troubled waters? How can you begin to cultivate a communal narrative that acknowledges your com-
munity’s social positioning in baptism practice?

•	 Has your faith community taken a practiced stance against Christian nationalism? If so, how can your 
community move towards also supporting the restorative nationalism of targeted groups like the Black, 
Palestinian, and Indigenous American diasporas?

•	 Do your pacifist or nonviolent sympathies prioritize action against systemic/imperial/economic vio-
lence? If it is our place to intervene at all, how can we form practices of loving intervention between 
clashing parties that respond first to the sufferings of the most vulnerable?
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Application

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

Cosmic - As soon as verse 2, we notice why we’re presented with this passage for the Baptism of our 
Lord Jesus Christ despite Jesus neither being present nor even a consideration of the author. Of course, we 
Christians consider Baptism as soon as anyone mentions going through water, but this would center our 
culture in a way that’s not only inauthentic but irresponsible in its disregard for the Jewish culture from where 
the resonances of these words originate. We use our empire-inflated power and privilege-amplified voice 
to drown out the Jewish meaning, enacting our supremacy with the naive and reckless abandon of any well-
intentioned bigot. Part of the propaganda campaign has involved mischaracterizing the notion of the prophetic 
to involve supernatural intuition of future events, and to be fair, this does occur in scripture. What occurs 
far more frequently, however, is the prophet serving as the keeper of a people’s history, combating whatever 
dominant narratives emanating from a violent throne’s agenda as is the case with this excerpt.

“When you pass through the waters…and through the rivers… when you walk through the fire…”

What we might read as just poetic ways of describing tough times recall the most significant moments of 
liberation in Hebrew history. With full context added it might read:

“When you pass through the waters like you did through the red sea out of Egypt… and through the dry bed 
of the River Jordan into the promised land…when you walk through the fire like brothers Shadrach, Meshach, 
and Abednego…”

In the snarling face of the Babylonian empire that grips the children of Israel in a chokehold, this author is 
asserting Israel’s prosperous destiny and coming salvation from their oppressors as was the case for Hebrew 
organizers Moses, Joshua, Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego. If this author in the Isaiah tradition had 
been a Black descendant of the enslaved, the amplified translation might have read:

“When you pass through the waters of the Atlantic middle passage… and through the Ohio, Potomac, and 
Combahee rivers towards freedom… and when you walk through the fire of your flourishing communities and 
churches set ablaze by white reactionaries…”

Verse 2 isn’t written about baptism… but it isn’t irrelevant to baptism either. You see, John the Baptist wasn’t 
the first to acknowledge the sanctity of water. In fact, this isn’t the only religious culture that reveres water. 
Shamira Ibrahim with the help of Black Hoodoo and Ifa practitioner, JujuBae offers incredible insight into the 
role of water in spiritualities at the margins. 

“In many Black spiritual practices that predate colonial interactions, there has long been a reverence for 
water and cleansing. These rituals and concepts have been preserved and transported to the Americas 
and beyond as a byproduct of the Trans-Atlantic Slave trade. They can be found in everything from African 
Traditional Religions and their descendants, such as Ifa and Black American Hoodoo, to the cultural 
syncretism embedded in Black expressions of Abrahamic religions.”

Independent of Abrahamic faiths, Black people noticed the Divine dancing with us through the waters. 

“This also extends to classical African-American spirituals, which are frequently infused with significant 
references to water and its power. The familiar lyrics to “Wade In the Water,” for example, are enmeshed 
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with multiple subtle references to water as a cleansing and liberating space, not just biblically, but as 
a cue for slaves to communicate with each other as they sought an escape to freedom. Take the line, 
“God’s gonna trouble the water.”

Ibrahim then draws on Howard Thurman’s book, Deep River and the Negro Spiritual Speaks of Life and Death, 
for perspective on this line in particular “For [the slaves] the ‘troubled waters’ meant the ups and downs, 
the vicissitudes of life. Within the context of the ‘troubled’ waters of life, there are healing waters, because 
God is in the midst of the turmoil.” 

Ibrahim concludes that “The song is a heuristic that has persisted throughout the centuries as a means of 
survival and a search for mercy.” Thus we’re shown how Black liberation theology - one that asserts our 
proximity to the Divine due to our forced distance from our rightful agency and basic necessities - should 
not be confined to Christianity in the way it has been commonly construed. 

Like the faith workers in precolonial Africa who already understood that Spirit accompanies us in water, 
the Israelites already understood going “through the water” as a central medium of liberation in their 
metanarrative well before John the Baptist arrived to popularize immersion baptism. By going through the 
water, the Hebrew children, like the Black diaspora, were courted by death and resurrected themselves 
over and over and over. Through slavery, through genocide, through captivity, The Infinite embraces us in the 
water - the troubled water - and by the water, we overcome. 

Structural - When a targeted community finds themselves side by side with the Lifeguard as they’re 
wading through the troubled waters that might also liberate them, the Isaian prophet suggests a very 
unsettling chemistry for the work of Divine liberation. 

“...I give people in return for you, nations in exchange for your life.”

…Nations in exchange…

…exchange? 

The Supreme Love who coughed the cosmos into being has to put on their Uggs, grab their Telfar, and on a 
cold winter day, trudge to some sick mythical marketplace to buy back the life that they used a supposedly 
unparalleled power to bestow in the first place?!

I rebuke that.

In our lived experiences and in scripture, we face these perversions of the character of God’s love in 
hordes as they’re constructed by those with much to gain from a God that looks and acts like they 
do. While we can hopefully discern all of these hideous portrayals as the grimacing faces of Eldritch 
abominations they are, this particular Isaian offense must be read with charitable nuance. And frankly, I 
didn’t want to – Who gave this probably anonymous author the right to utter the names of not one or two 
but three African nations to serve as the ransom for Israel? It didn’t sit right with my Blackness at all.

But even if Africa or Blackness hadn’t really been invented yet, the (proto)imperialism that would birth the 
race construct centuries later was alive and well. Where there is imperialism, there is also nationalism, and 
the nationalism enmeshed in the Isaiah tradition certainly flavors these writings. While we are rightfully 
wary of nationalism in our faith, not only are these ancient kingdoms quite different from the more modern 
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nation-state, but all nationalisms are not created equal. Yuval Feinstein explains for Britannica that, 

“In some nation-states, ethnic minorities have challenged the traditional model of nation-based 
citizenship because they claim rights based on principles alternative to citizenship: that is, they rely on 
international conventions that recognize individual human rights or the collective rights of minorities and 
indigenous peoples...” 

This is why more radical members of the Black diaspora coalesce towards a Pan-Africanist future like the 
great gathering in verses 5-7. Black nationalism must be distinguished from white Christian nationalism 
because the two have distinct motives. Similarly, there could be several morally viable motives for the Isaian 
vendetta against these three nations. One such theory is that the cringeworthy commentary interprets a 
widely-accepted history.  According to this disputed historical narrative, Egypt and Ethiopia distracted King 
Sennacherib of Assyria from defeating Jerusalem, transferring the devastation originally to be meted against 
Jerusalem to one or more of these three “less divinely favored” powers. Henry W.F. Saggs gives us further 
detail noting,

“In 701 a rebellion, backed by Egypt, though probably instigated by Merodach-Baladan (2 Kings 20:12–18; 
Isaiah 39:1–7), broke out in Palestine. Sennacherib reacted firmly, supporting loyal vassals and taking the 
rebel cities, except for Jerusalem, which, though besieged, was spared on payment of a heavy indemnity (2 
Kings 18:13–19:36; Isa. 36:1–37:37).”

This theory then reads verses 3-4 as a (still problematic) theological explanation for past events. Another 
theory acknowledges these powerful nations’ previous hostility against the Israelites with Egypt being 
the most obvious (See 2 Chronicles 14:9 for Ethiopia). This theory reads verse 3 as expressive of Israel’s 
corporate hopes for these nations’ demise. Israel wishing that the kings of Babylon had decimated these 
peoples’ way of life instead of their own follows an unmistakably clear line of vengeful logic. Ada María Isasi-
Díaz discusses the theo-ethical implications of this type of vengeance in her commentary on Isaiah 45 - a 
similar instance where the Isaiah tradition is merciless regarding the fate of these three nations. From the 
words of Chris Franke, 

“The language of Psalm 137 and Isa. 45:13-14 can express both personal and community grief for 
suffering terrible losses, including the loss of order in their world. Isasi-Díaz, while uncomfortable with 
the strong and vengeful sentients, prays this psalm because it has a cathartic effect. It allows her to 
express a troubling feeling. She also notes that there is a great difference between words of vengeance 
and acts of vengeance.”

These theories offer some moral cover for this Isaiah passage, but everything isn’t quite kosher. Herein we 
must admit the limitations of the prophetic text. The ability of the authors in the Isaiah tradition to get their 
words immortalized in this record isn’t an alibi for being potential lapdogs for their own would-be empire. 
Isaiah’s role as prophet also made him an advisor to the throne which we could venture to assume had a lot 
to do with why Isaiah’s God was still partly constructed according to imperial scarcity logics of exchange. At 
the same time, hoping for the demise of oppressors is far from reprehensible when oppressors always have 
the option to simply not oppress. 

As people of Christian faith and hopefully justice, we carry a heightened responsibility to present these texts 
in all of their religious and socio-political complexity. In doing so, we can recognize the nuances in how social 
movements from different social strata interact as we seek to throw our support behind those with the least 
favorable odds.

© 2021 enfleshed 
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Interpersonal - I appreciate Isasi-Díaz’ graceful approach considering the Israelites’ position as exiles 
stripped of their agency. The most they had to fight with were their prayers – no matter how incendiary 
their intentions for their enemies (assuming that these peoples were true enemies and not just scapegoats) 
the people of Israel didn’t have the power to execute any violent fantasies against these southern powers. 
We Black people in America are captives ourselves, and this cornerstone of my identity is why I’ll never be 
caught wishing for the well-being of this empire. Those who speak openly of wanting to see this “nation” lit 
ablaze have neither torch, lighter, nor match to actually threaten the imperial dragon. 

When in relationship with people (communities or individuals) who inhabit troubled waters, you may have 
encountered sentiments that seemed threatening on the surface like those spoken by the prophet. Those 
who constantly fight against forces that want them obliterated might have coarse words about those forces 
and those they identify to be in their service. We Chrisitians often employ sanctimonious haste to publicly 
condemn someone’s speech or demeanor as deviant, threatening, and violent while failing to address the 
legitimate danger that conceived their impassioned rhetoric. With dismissive, “violence isn’t the answer!” 
responses to the people whose violence isn’t the problem, we are ignoring material threats against 
the more vulnerable party, serving the interests of their oppressors, and perpetuating further systemic 
violences against them. This sort of selective pacifism operates under a haughty assumption that your 
analysis of someone’s behavior and motive is the most informed. It follows a reactionary mythos like that of 
“reverse racism.” The gaslighting effect this creates is antithetical to a restorative justice framework. 

Correcting this tendency among those of us in positions of influence will require conducting power 
analyses to determine the likelihood of vengeful words manifesting as vengeful actions. For captive Israelites 
in Babylon, the chances were near zero. The way power analysis affects how we read the text is also how 
it can affect our reading of a tense interpersonal scenario - the most vulnerable gets the most charity. We 
certainly won’t always get it right, but when in doubt, silence and deep listening will always be a more loving 
choice than misplaced admonition. 

May we have grace enough to honor the precarity of a victim’s experience, even when unspoken, by 
prioritizing the creation of conditions that cultivate generative language instead of policing symptoms of the 
disease we’re still actively spreading. May we have decolonial humility enough not to think our immediate 
interpretation of an interaction to be objective truth. May the violence of our empire remain our first and 
primary target, and may we children of God outlive all empires.

Words for inspiration: 

Reflect on how the challenging words of Chairman Fred Hampton land for you. CW: graphic language

“We don’t care what anybody says...whether they have guns or not, and badges or 18 uniforms. Whenev-
er they step outside the bounds of legality into the bounds of illegality then we’ll blow their brains out if 
they’re bothering the people.”

January 9,  2022
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Airline CEOs explain flight cancellations to Congress after taking $54 billion in taxpayer aid

Covid-19: Lack of pilgrims leaves Bethlehem’s tourism industry in tatters

Israeli settler runs over, kills elderly Palestinian woman in West Bank 

UN envoy: Israel must be held to account for its occupation

Exploring the solar system through Indigenous winter solstice traditions

Kellogg’s workers return to work with new benefits after 11-week strike

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

Commentaries Author 

Casey Overton (she/they) is a radical faith-rooted strategist and spiritual
activist who is deeply vested in the development of healing cultures. As an
Interfaith Coordinator in higher education, they love being immersed in
cooperative interfaith dialogue while creating restorative space for those
marginalized within their respective faith institutions. She’s also an ama-
teur poet, nap-taker, and time-bender. She hails from middle-class suburbs
in the stolen Appamattuck and Arrohatec lands outside of Richmond, VA
and now resides in unceeded Osage land outside of Pittsburgh, PA. Follow 
her on Facebook and Twitter for more content and updates!

Liturgy Author 

Rev. M Barclay (they/them) is the Director of enfleshed. M’s work – past 
and present – is an ever-unfolding journey into the places where delight, 
struggle, healing, spirituality, and collective transformation meet. This has 
included hospital chaplaincy, working with youth, organizing faith leaders 
for reproductive justice, over a decade of LGBTQIA advocacy within and 
beyond the church, and writing and teaching in community along the way.

 

https://www.cnbc.com/2021/12/15/airline-ceos-face-senate-panel-over-flight-cancellations-after-taking-54-billion-in-taxpayer-aid.html?utm_content=Main&utm_medium=Social&utm_source=Facebook&fbclid=IwAR1KyYju-rncZY4Zz1WsgKFdE5RToIK8cB4Hy5bM67bJvauTXnjsl0HWKDM#Echobox=1639578375
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/covid-palestine-bethlehem-lack-pilgrims-tourism-tatters
https://washingtonrevolutionary.wordpress.com/2021/11/28/while-u-s-interventionism-continues-in-cuba-dc-anti-imperialist-activists-stand-in-solidarity-with-the-cuban-revolution/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20211225-israeli-settler-runs-over-kills-elderly-palestinian-woman-in-west-bank/
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20211225-un-envoy-israel-must-be-held-to-account-for-its-occupation/https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20211225-un-envoy-israel-must-be-held-to-account-for-its-occupation/
https://scalawagmagazine.org/2021/12/winter-solstice-native-traditions/
https://www.wvlt.tv/2021/12/27/kelloggs-workers-return-work-with-new-benefits-after-11-week-strike/
https://www.facebook.com/caseyovertonprofessional
https://twitter.com/CaseyOverton1


© 2021 enfleshed © 2021 enfleshed 

January 9,  2022

Bibliography

Franke, Chris. “Isaiah 40-66” in Fortress Commentary on the Bible: The Old Testament and the Apocry-
pha, edited by Gale A. Yee, Hugh R. Page Jr., and Matthew J.M. Coomber, Minneapolis, Fortress Press, 2014.
https://www.blueletterbible.org/Comm/mhc/Isa/Isa_043.cfm
https://www.allure.com/story/spiritual-bathing-black-community
https://www.britannica.com/topic/nation-state
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Sennacherib

Editor 
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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.


