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Isaiah 11:1-10
Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19
Romans 15:4-13
Matthew 3:1-12

What links the texts this week? 

While furnishing us with a vision of natural and social harmony, the prophetic essence of Advent calls 
out the predatory behavior responsible for our strife. It also calls into question the feasibility of a 
predator that refuses to attack what it considers “natural” prey. While the Pharisees never made an 
enemy of historical John or Jesus, the Matthean Baptist displays the prophetic merit in harshly de-
manding distance from those whose predatory politics and resultant positions of power will compro-
mise a liberating project; oppressors who, in our time, are most likely to be Christians.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Come! Wade in the river in your finest clothes!
Sing, strong and hard.
Sway your body with the gathered beloveds
that the waters may hum with our happiness. 

We will splash forth the sacred!
We will dance forth the renewal of the world!*

The Holy Spirit hovers in the depths.
She washes us in Her Ancient, Evernew Wisdom.
Let us gather in the Flow of Refreshing Grace.

Opening Prayer

El Shaddai—Mountain God, Bosom God—
Soothe us with your Cosmic Perspective. 
Calm us with your Compassionate Touch. 
Queer and expand the paths that oppression seeks to keep straight and narrow.
Open our hearts to the influence of our Elders—
Salamander, Oak Tree, Hill and Holler, Creek Bed, Constellation, and Wren.
Relax us into our Creaturly Selves

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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that we might nurture deep solidarity with our non-human Kin. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

What needs repaired? Where is accountability longing to make things new? What tenderness is asking to 
unfold? What mutuality is whispering of the world to come? Let us gather our offerings to co-create the 
healing for which we long. For the Spirit of the Living God has plans for the flourishing of all beings.

Prayer of Dedication

Christ, you let wildness bless you—the earthy prophet on the bank of the river, the quiet of the garden 
in your time of need. You receive the overflow of anointing oil. You teach us to leave the stones where 
they live, never picking one up to harm another. We dedicate our offerings to your example of Wild Love. 
Amen.

Benediction

May the Holy rise with you in the morning like mist off a pond.
May They rest with you in the evening like a fox in her den.
May They refresh you everyday in Their Brisk Living Water,
that we might be awake and rested for the work of New Life.

*Words adapted from Braiding Sweetgrass by Robin Wall Kimmimer

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 What communal spiritual practices can cultivate new and deeper ways of immersion for your 
community? Are the practices you thought of limited to those traditionally recognized in institutional 
faith spaces? What benefit are they to multi-marginalized people?

•	 When you help those targeted by unjust systems, are you helping from “dry land” or are you immersed 
in their condition with them? How does your faith tradition distinguish between solidarity and 
saviorism?

•	 How does Christians’ unjust treatment of Jewish religious leaders in (and out of) Biblical text mirror 
other groups’ refusal to see the humanity in those they other? In what ways does/can your religious 
community charter pathways to redemption without threatening or burdening those most impacted by 
bigotry?
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Application

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

Cosmic - What you are immersed in matters.

One day, your life changes because you meet a river—not just meet it but enter into it, experience it nudging 
you, roiling all around you, chilling and thrilling you at once. You feel the mud beneath your feet, the tentative 
tap of fish against your calves. You feel how easy it would be to lift your legs and be carried by it, tossed and 
tumbled. Maybe that’s not a good idea, to give up control like that. Maybe it would get out of hand. But also, 
maybe it would make you feel alive again after so many years on dry land, so many years of making your own 
decisions about where best to place your feet. Sometimes you long to be swept away, to fall, to fall in love, with 
a person or a place or a river.

As you slosh around, you remember that this river is your elder. It predates you by thousands of years, and 
it remembers everything. It remembers the slow evolution of protozoa—that spark of life—into fish into 
amphibian into bird into mammal into your many times great uncle. It remembers the tired feet of wilderness 
wanderers, one generation removed from Egypt, crossing into a place of freedom. It harbors dangerous 
memories of fugitives hurrying at midnight and migrants muscling backpacks above their heads while searchlights 
circle. It remembers freedom rides and fists raised, cross-racial rebellions and common peasant uprisings and 
liberation struggles bursting forth worldwide. It is a river of hope, of second chances, of new beginnings.

What you are immersed in matters. Falling in love with a place changes you. Coming into relationship with the 
ancient struggles for freedom and self-determination makes you long for different things in your own life. You 
step out of the river different than you waded in.

But you can’t join the river for the optics. The Jordan is no campaign stop. Relationships can’t be built on 
appearances, and it is relationship with the divine (in the river, the mud, the rocks, the water, the fish, the fellow 
seekers) that will change you.

If you are so immersed in your identity in the world—as preserver of the elite power structures (the Sadducees) 
or as the resistance to them (the Pharisees)—you cannot truly be immersed in the river of transformation.

This might be a Sunday to ask your people what they are immersed in. What identities limit who they can 
become and how God might change them? What relationships, human or more-than-human, are forming them, 
and is that the formation they want? What would it mean to let go of the shore, to dunk all the way in, to be 
carried by the current of the divine that runs through them and all of creation?

Structural - In a recent sermon, Rev. Robin Dowell Baum translated Matthew’s “the Kingdom of Heaven has 
come near” into more contemporary, less monarchy-manacled terms: “The divine-love administration is about to 
take office!” In the same way we might speak in the United States of a new presidential administration, Matthew/
John/Jesus announce a transfer of power from the self-interested ways of the world to the transformative reality 
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of universal belovedness. The prophet this week heralds the coming of something so powerfully loving that it 
will knock your sandals off.

“Of course,” Rev. Dowell Baum went on to say, “we all know divine love is not on the ballot of either party 
anywhere in the country.”

As we catch our breath this Advent from the harrowing struggle to push back those forces that would 
dismantle what passes for democracy entirely, it may be a moment for imagining an expanded democracy. 
What would governance look like if we really believed that everyone (human and more than human) was 
utterly beloved by God? What new measures could be passed, not to strip away voting rights, but to make 
sure every person has a say in matters that impact them? (For a very modest example, see Measure S, just 
passed in Oakland, California, which will allow parents who are not US citizens but have school-aged children 
to vote in school board elections.)

Can we imagine a democracy in which rivers and mountains were given a vote, in which forests were 
polled, in which sea turtles and timberwolves were consulted on campaign platforms? (The UN Biodiversity 
Conference (COP15) will take place in Montreal December 7-19; it is the closest we have to this vision, 
and it is still insufficient.) Groundbreaking activities in this direction have been developed by Joanna Macy in 
her Work That Reconnects, and this work is being transformed and deepened through the anti-oppression 
efforts of Black, Indigenous and other People of Color facilitators.

Such an expansion of democracy would no doubt soon uncover the reality that it is insufficient to enfranchise 
all living beings within artificially drawn national borders only. The divine love administration would have to be 
made up of persons (human and otherwise) of all nations and tribes.

This summer, the people in the nation of Jordan, named after the river in this week’s scripture, experienced 
unprecedented shortages of fresh water as a result of drought, population growth, and geopolitics. The 
Jordan River itself is running at less than 10% its usual levels, and much of that is diverted by Jordan’s 
upstream neighbors, Israel and Syria. The wealthy in Jordan are purchasing additional private water tanks 
to store the life-sustaining liquid, but those who can’t afford it are left to beg for water from neighbors and 
ration hand-washing. 

What would it mean for us, here on Turtle Island, to immerse ourselves with the people of Jordan, meaning 
if they drown, you drown, if they run out of water, you run out of water? Immersion does not mean standing 
on dry land and “helping,” but experiencing the horror of a drying riverbed with those who are suffering, 
bringing your resources and connections with you. 

What you are immersed in matters. With whom you are immersed also matters.

We can’t stay on dry land and get free.

Interpersonal - John really goes after those Sadducees and Pharisees! That “brood of vipers’ snark is 

https://workthatreconnects.org
https://workthatreconnects.org/undoing-oppression/
https://workthatreconnects.org/undoing-oppression/


December 4,  2022

serious; certain “vipers” native to the TransJordan eat their mother alive from the inside out; this is how they 
are born. In his commentary on this passage, Andrew Prior says John might as well have called them “a bunch 
of motherf*****s.

There are plenty of theories about why John goes so hard on the religious officials, including the possibility that 
he is reminded of his father, Zechariah, who was part of the priestly class and whose lifestyle John appears to 
have renounced.

What is clear is that, in the text, John does not trust the religious leaders to be sincere in their undergoing 
of his ritual (or Matthew doesn’t; another theory is that Matthew’s community is under attack by these two 
groups, and he puts his own words in John’s mouth). This distrust exists despite the fact that both groups 
consist of fellow Jews under occupation by an imperial power and despite the fact that the two groups differ 
significantly in their politics and would rarely agree on much. The distrust is intense and sweeping.

Here in the United States, we are undergoing our own sweeping waves of distrust as the political situation 
becomes ever more polarized, the rhetoric ever more vitriolic. In many places, neighbors feel we can’t trust 
one another. We don’t know who those neighbors voted for or how they feel about our rights to make 
decisions about our own bodies or protect ourselves. There is a deep trust of the possibility of truth, yet far 
less real communication. So much is at stake, and it’s not as if this lack of trust exists only among political rivals; 
it has infiltrated our movement spaces and faith communities, and sometimes we find ourselves simultaneously 
casting a vision of “an administration of universal belovedness” while seeing no way to include in that vision the 
people who think differently than we do.

Ronald J Allen argues that Matthew, through the mouthpiece of John, is simultaneously calling on seekers to 
renounce the values of the old era—he names them as idolatry, violence, injustice, exploitation, slavery, and 
scarcity—and reifying those values through his own castigation of the Sadducees and Pharisees. Surely many of 
us do the same all the time. And certainly, we need to speak in no uncertain terms about the danger of the lies 
that are being propagated. How do we do that while maintaining some fragile hold on the values of solidarity, 
grace, and belief in God’s power to transform even the hardest hearts?

Friedrich Nietsche famously warned: “Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he [sic] 
does not become a monster.”

I was inspired recently by an email from Miki Kashtan, a founding member of the Nonviolent Global 
Liberation network, in which she discussed the way that many of our ancestors lost their “trust in life” 
through experiences of profound violence, betrayal, exile, and forced assimilation, a wound that lives on as 
intergenerational trauma. She writes:

“Losing our trust in life through collective traumatic events beyond collective capacity to metabolize is what 
gave us patriarchy, and then states, markets, money, debt, and slavery, and then, later, capitalism, racism, and all 
that comes with it. Regaining trust in life, against all odds, is key to turning things around. Trust in life seems to 
come back slowly, first individually, then in small communities, and maybe one day for all of us.”
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Kashtan details how her small community is regaining a trust in and with life through the practice of 
foraging—listening to plants and fungi for permission to harvest them, taking care to leave enough that the 
organisms will regenerate.

What are the practices your community can experiment with that might renew folks’ trust in life? How are 
people in your community experimenting with deeper relationship with plants, animals, waterways, land?

Novelist Jeanette Winterson writes often about the difficulty of true connection amidst brokenness and 
trauma, including in this passage from Gut Symmetries;

“Walk with me, hand in hand through the neon and styrofoam. Walk the razor blades and the broken hearts. 
Walk the fortune and the fortune hunted. Walk the chop suey bars and the tract of stars.

I know I am a fool [sic], hoping dirt and glory are both a kind of luminous paint; the humiliations and 
exaltations that light us up. I see like a bug, everything too large, the pressure of infinity hammering at my 
head. But how else to live, vertical that I am, pressed down and pressing up simultaneously? I cannot assume 
you will understand me. It is just as likely that as I invent what I want to say, you will invent what you want to 
hear. Some story we must have. Stray words on crumpled paper. A weak signal into the outer space of each 
other.

The probability of separate worlds meeting is very small. The lure of it is immense. We send starships. We fall 
in love.”

May this Advent be a time of falling in love.

Words for inspiration: 

Listen or read the lyrics to “River” by Emeli Sande
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Women Bear The Brunt Of New York’s Prison Care Package Ban

Oklahoma’s “Child Abuse” Law Doesn’t Protect Children — It Criminalizes Mothers

Call Of Duty Is A Government Psyop: These Documents Prove It

Detained Immigrants Faced Invasive Medical Care, Senate Finds

Only library in Michigan town to close after voters defund it for refusing to ban LGBTQ books

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