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TEXTS
August 7,  2022

Isaiah 1:1, 10-20
Psalm 50:1-8, 22-23
Genesis 15:1-6
Psalm 33:12-22
Hebrews 11:1-3, 8-16
Luke 12:32-40

What links the texts this week? 

We might read this God as angry because the harshness, as many of us were taught, could be direct-
ed to us! Those who fear these words read themselves as the oppressors they’re directed towards. 
The selections allow us to test whether that is true. They call us to ask ourselves whether we might be 
despairing for our future like Abram or seeking deliverance by a strength other than that of a military. Are 
we the strangers in the land, because if so, we are blessed and we can expect to be served by the Provider 
of the land itself as we recline in rest.

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

Call to worship 

God of Soulful Emotions,
Consciousness of the Disenfranchised,
Strength of the Collective—
We cry out to You for liberation!

The earth suffers under systems that brutalize—
We weep for the days we’ve toiled instead of rested.
We rage when Beloveds are not treated with tenderness. 

Meet us in Divine Anger, Dynamic Spirit!
Meet us with mercy, Living Christ.

Opening Prayer

Redeeming One, where we have learned to push our emotions down for our safety or for the comfort 
of others, create with us safe places for sorrow and anger to land. Where we have learned to stifle our 
childlike playfulness, create with us welcoming places to dance with delight. For in you, all emotions are safe 
to feel and safe to express. Amen.

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

Learn to do right; seek justice.
    Defend the oppressed.
Take up the cause of the parentless;
    plead the case of the bereaved.

These ancient words from Isaiah remain a powerful call to action. Let us gather our shared resources this 
day, that we might take up the cause of one another. 

Prayer of Dedication 

Mysterious Love, may our offerings flow, uninhibited, towards justice. May the bereaved be consoled, the 
lonely be accompanied, and those who are downtrodden by systems of cruelness be defended. Amen. 

Benediction

Go forth in the name of
the Creator, who calls you inherently beloved; 
the Sustainer, who breaks bread into enough;
and the Redeemer, who labors with us towards liberation.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

• What is your relationship with the oppressing groups that God might be fed-up with? How can you
avoid becoming too friendly with wicked forces?

• Have you or your faith community established a reparations payment plan? Why does or doesn’t this
sound feasible for you?

• When was the last time you witnessed an outburst of righteous anger whether it was your own or
someone else’s? How did you react? What did you feel? If you wish you had responded differently, what
reminders will aid you when it happens again?
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Application

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

Cosmic -  Oooooooh, God is mad! And even what we do to try to please God, according to God’s own 
commands, is making it worse!

It is hard for anyone with an abuse history to hear passages like these—those where the writer places threats 
of violence into the mouth of God: “…if you resist and rebel, you will be devoured by the sword.” Any of us 
who have grown up listening anxiously for the exact quality of a parent’s footsteps or the fury behind the 
silence in a room might be inclined to read this and shut down.  We hear this passage as a diatribe from a 
punishing parent God.

But is there another way to read this angry passage?

What happens when we read this passage from Isaiah, and imagine God not as a parent with the power to 
punish, but as the collective voice of all those who have been disenfranchised by the concentration of power 
among the elite—in Isaiah’s context, “the oppressed, the fatherless, the widow” and "the stranger?" What if we 
hear this, in our context, as the disgust and anger of Black and Indigenous people, migrants, queer and trans 
people, people who can get pregnant, people with disabilities, poor and working class people, the very old and 
the very young?

In her 2019 commentary on this passage, Corrine Carvalho points out that this passage is clearly directed at 
the elite. Read in context, it refers to magistrates and rulers—those who have the power to set policy.

Imagine this collective outcry:

When you promise change,
    I hide my eyes from you;
even when you make your rousing speeches,
    I am not listening.

Read this way, the words the prophet puts in the mouth of God are not threats or disregard but warnings 
about the weakness that results for entire nations when the needs of the most vulnerable are ignored. 

In a recent New York Times/Siena College poll, 58% of respondents said that the U.S. democracy was not 
working.

The prophet warns the leaders of Judah that their failure to heed their covenant with God—in other words, to 
prioritize those who otherwise would be systematically excluded—will result in overthrow, not because God 
is a big powerful bully who will punish them, but because this disregard weakens and divides the people and 
prevents them from being able to defend against a greater threat.
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One could certainly make an argument that the persistent disregard for suffering people, on the part of 
our leaders in this nation, has set us up for the existential threats we now face. “We, The People,” who 
are our last and only safeguard against encroaching autocracy and/or theocracy, are so beaten down and 
traumatized and divided that it is difficult for us to come together to (re)create democracy. Many have lost 
the ability to hear each other’s pain; indeed, we are triggered by it.

We need not more lip service to justice, but actual willingness to hear the outrage, anger, and despair of 
hurting people without shutting down and then a willingness to act with conviction toward justice.

And perhaps this requires us to re-examine who we think God is. This is not God as angry parent 
threatening abuse. This is God as the fed-up voice of the people, speaking truth to power. This is God who 
loves those who have been excluded, and loves those occupying the position of the elite, too, recognizing 
that most of the elite will ultimately fall with the rest. 

This is love that does not coddle or shy away from anyone’s pain. This is love without sentimentality. This 
is love with good boundaries and no codependence. This is love that stands up and dismantles whatever 
works against love.

Structural - “I know you want to hang a Black Lives Matter banner, but I want to understand why. What 
does that phrase mean to you?”

“Do Black lives matter here, really? What are you willing to do to back up that assertion?” 

These were comments made by Black members of a multiracial congregation in 2015, when white members 
brought a proposal to hang a Black Lives Matter banner in a prominent location in front of the church.

I hear this passage from Isaiah in their words: 

Stop bringing meaningless offerings!
    Your banner is detestable to me.
Resolutions, denominational statements of solidarity, public displays of support
    I cannot bear your worthless gestures….
Your hands are full of blood!

The condemnation in this passage from Isaiah is not of specific forms of worship; sacrifices, incense, and 
ceremonies are all commanded in the Torah. Instead, the passage condemns the appearance of faithfulness—
the external gestures—without real love for God, manifested in justice for those systematically excluded, 
which, according to the gospels, is where God incarnates.

Isaiah was prophesying to a Judah in which there was a huge gap between the wealthy and the poor, and the 
hypocrisy he is pointing out here must be understood in that context. The worship ceremonies, which at 
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that time were not separate from governance, were proclaiming a love for God that did not ring true to the 
God who lives low to the ground and on the margins.

How often have we, as individuals, and we, as faith communities, directed our energy toward the appearance 
of love, the appearance of support—Rev. Lynice Pinkard has called it “salvation by right opinion”—rather than 
the more costly actions that might actually change the balance of power or the outcomes for marginalized 
people and for the other-than-human world?

Those of us drawn to a progressive spirituality like to talk about justice. We might even claim to follow 
a Black Jesus who shows up in people who are oppressed. But what steps are we taking to follow the 
leadership of those who know injustice from personal experience? What are we doing to repair relationship 
with the people whose land our churches are occupying? How are we redistributing the wealth concretized 
in our buildings and amassed in our endowments? These kinds of actions are less visible than a banner 
and may get less readership than a denominational statement, but the process of undertaking them—even 
opening up a conversation about undertaking them!— changes both us and the conditions around us. Even 
proposing them challenges the hypocrisy that can sometimes haunt the church.

This summer, several mainline denominations are imploding from the accumulated effects of such hypocrisy. 
Even before this, mainline churches have been hemorrhaging members, especially among young people. A 
20-something friend of mine put it this way: “My generation has been marketed to since we were in the
womb. If you are trying to sell us something you don’t believe in and aren’t backing up with the way you live,
we can smell it a mile away, and we’re not interested.”

The voice of God, speaking to the church: “I have had more than enough of your burnt offerings.”

The mainline church has been in decline. Now, in the wake of the so-called-Christian-backed blow to 
reproductive justice, the death of Christianity is being pronounced all over social media.

At the same time, Christian nationalists are celebrating the overturning of Roe v. Wade, and according to 
Katherine Stewart, who has been reporting on the religious right for more than 10 years, they are not 
stopping there: “Breaking American democracy isn’t an unintended side effect of Christian nationalism. It 
is the point of the project,” she writes in a recent New York Times editorial. The June victory is just the 
beginning of an escalating campaign to achieve “dominion” over governmental and civic institutions in the 
name of an exclusively Christian God.

How can our Christian and Christian-adjacent communities back the voice of God that emerges, not from 
the halls of power, but from the margins? Whose leadership do you follow, and whose voices are you bringing 
into your worship and gatherings? What BIPOC-led efforts are you supporting with your community’s giving?

BIPOC-led organizations supporting access to reproductive care:
Sister Song
National Network of Abortion Funds
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https://www.sistersong.net
https://abortionfunds.org
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Interpersonal - A lot of Christians have an ambivalent relationship to anger–God’s or anyone else’s– and 
to any emotion that could be perceived as “negative.”

Such emotions can be confusing for Christians for whom piety has become more important than emotional 
authenticity. Somehow, a “good, pious Christian” is supposed to look on the bright side, be grateful always 
(“too blessed to be stressed”), and speak calmly and rationally, without showing any strong emotion. This 
silences suffering people. It also further privileges those who are not directly impacted by the pain of 
oppression. 

Inauthentic gestures toward piety are condemned in this passage in graphic and embodied language. God 
has had more than enough of (literally “is gorged out from”) burnt offerings. The phrase “I hate with all my 
being” may be an idiom meaning “I am made nauseous by” your ceremonies. God cannot bear it.

God is honest about what God cannot bear. Are we?

Created in the image of a passionate, emotional God, maybe we are built to cry out with strong feeling, 
even anger, when we experience suffering, or witness someone else suffering. But there is a lot that gets in 
the way.

The expression of anger can be dangerous for people who lack the systemic backing to support it. 

Many of us have learned to withhold our anger and protect others from our feelings. This has been a 
survival skill for people without systemic power. How can we back each other’s anger, passion, grief, and 
prophetic fire, recognizing that hearing about and addressing harm to any person ultimately benefits the 
entire group?

What support do you and your folks need in order to hear righteous anger? To express it?

Sometimes, hearing someone else’s righteous anger can bring up our own. Faced with the pain some have 
experienced as a result of racism, for example, white women might urgently attempt to redirect the group’s 
attention to sexism and misogyny, or white working or middle class men might redirect the conversation to 
focus on class. 

We need to talk about all of it—all of the anger at systems of oppression is valid and interconnected—but 
we also need to maintain an intersectional focus that honors how, within each oppressed group, oppression 
lands differently according to one’s other identity markers. “Intersectionality” is a term that was coined 
by Kimberlé Crenshaw to clarify the specific oppression faced by Black women in the legal system. She 
describes intersectionality as a

“...lens through which you can see where power comes and collides, where it interlocks and intersects. It’s 
not simply that there’s a race problem here, a gender problem here, and a class or LBGTQ problem there. 
Many times that framework erases what happens to people who are subject to all of these things.”
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For example, it is true that misogyny affects all women, but the impacts are greater on Black women, and 
perhaps greatest on Black trans women with disabilities.

Whenever we talk about any issue, we can ask ourselves and each other how this issue affects people 
differently according to the social positions they occupy. We can welcome everyone’s anger at oppression.

There are also times–and here I am speaking for myself, although I suspect I am not the only one–when I 
am in too much pain personally, in my own little life, to muster any outrage or even concern about systemic 
injustice. This is a shameful thing to admit, but it is more honest than pretending at prophetic fire that I 
cannot feel.

Can we be as honest with God as God is with us?

How can you bring more emotional authenticity to your worship and other gatherings? Is your 
spiritual community a place where righteous anger is welcome? What kind of ritual container can you 
create for the expression of anger so that it can be heard in its fullness while respecting those who 
are understandably triggered by such expressions? And then how can your community respond to 
righteous anger with just action that moves beyond appearances to create real substantive change, 
even on the small scale? Maybe these are exactly the questions to bring to your community this Sunday.

Words for inspiration: 

Curriculum “Responding to Christian Nationalism” https://www.christiansagainstchristiannationalism.org/
discussion-guides/responding-to-christian-nationalism-curriculum 
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