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Isaiah 35:1-10
Psalm 146:5-10
Luke 1:46b-55
James 5:7-10
Matthew 11:2-11

What links the texts this week? 

The wilderness is the last-resort home of all who are exiled by synthetic famines of solidarity. Those 
relegated to wilderness are bursting with prophetic potential as experts in the structural cruelty they 
face. We cannot rejoice in the coming of the messianic era without building authentic community 
with the prophets among wilderness-dwellers. By going to the wilderness with our holy vengeance 
towards that which created it, an inhospitable place can be transformed into a blossoming ecosystem 
for abundance.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Come! We shall co-create Good News
and call forth the Spirit of the Living Christ:

For disabled people—access!
For those made poor by oppressive structures—freedom!
For those who are lonely—connection!
For those who are sick—healthcare!
For young people—protection!
For our elders—dignity!
For queer people—delight!
For communities targeted by white supremacy—liberation!
For flora and fauna—thriving!
For our decision-making—wisdom!
For the rough edges of our hearts—healing!

The Holy plots and plans with us.
They unlock and trouble and set us free!

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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Opening Prayer

God Who Has Brought Us Thus Far, we long for much more than survival, but, oh, how we long to 
survive—to see another day and touch the kind face of possibility. We long for relentless systems of 
violence to vanish to vapor. Wherever Your beloveds flourish, it is Good News. Guide us towards it 
radically and tenderly. Protect us fiercely. Magnify our prayers with your Wild Love. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Activist and poet, June Jordan, said of those seeking liberation: we are the ones we have been waiting for. 
So let us co-kindle Christ’s Luminous Love within our own spirits, not waiting for a time other than this 
to set each other free. We will gather our resources and gifts, offering them to each other this day, that it 
may be so.

Prayer of Dedication

To the material reality of our joy, we dedicate our offerings—nourishing food, clean water, safe housing, 
communal spaces, abundant landscapes, nurturing relationships, space to dance. Come, Holy Spirit, Come. 
Make vivid our dreams. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth dreaming of the world to come
with feet planted firmly in the sacred soil of today,
that Good News might unfold this very moment
and in generations to come.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 How is your faith community affirming and uplifting the divinity of people who are disabled and/or neu-
rodiverse? What role do people with disabilities play in your community’s decision-making?

•	 What is the sociopolitical location of those your organization’s liberation efforts invest in most? Who 
does your religious institution spend the most time, money, and energy engaging with? What does their 
positioning suggest about their centrality to the work of liberation?

•	 How can you adjust your institution’s work to be in more authentic/closer community with as well as 
more accountable to marginalized populations? Has your institution engaged in any repair processes for 
harm it may have caused vulnerable peoples?
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Application

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

Cosmic - In the spirit of politicizing this text, the images we’re given by the anonymous author of Matthew 
tacitly present groups of people as members of social strata even within the missional, revolutionary terrain of 
this emerging religious expression. 

Go and tell John what you hear and see…

Jesus’ first words in this passage assume that a disciple is independently mobile, can communicate ideas verbally, 
is hearing, and has sight. The non-disabled are the main characters. They drive the narrative. They are the most 
active members.

…the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, those with a skin disease are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, 
and the poor have good news brought to them

So a hierarchy of bodies is expressed very early into the selection. Non-disabled bodies are those deemed 
well-suited for the demands of discipleship. When those non-disabled bodies make their way to the “other” 
bodies, “others” are portrayed passively receiving salvation as extras in the gospel narrative. We’re hardly given 
any portrayals of how the gospel of love and liberation might be spread without hearing, sight, audible speech, 
bipedal mobility, etc. This would lead us to presume that heaven or liberation demands and depends on a 
non-disabled body, otherwise Jesus wouldn’t go through the trouble of “repairing” all the bodies that aren’t 
conventionally abled.

Contrary to how I may come across, I’m not the “social justice warrior” who would expect Jesus to be well-
versed in a vast lexicon of disability-inclusive language. The passage continues and further evidences that the Jesus 
portrayed by the gospels does see disability… and systematically eliminates it. This is problematic.

In the poetic words of Ocean Vuong “To be gorgeous, you must first be seen, but to be seen allows you to be 
hunted.”

The scriptures’ parallelization/conflation of blindness and unconventional mobility with leprosy and actual death 
is, at best, a reckless choice. And we nondisabled celebrate these “healings” because Jesus “fixed” these “broken” 
people (ew). Jesus has made them who they were “supposed” to be (yikes). They are able to rejoice in the 
bodies that God should have created for them if God hadn’t screwed them up (big yikes). Does this mean God 
individually crafted each of us to deliberately include aspects of our bodies that malfunction? Is our faith strong 
enough to hold the possibility that we may not be created in the dexterous, artisanal sense that pop-Christianity 
imposes? Can a musically-gifted child’s perfect pitch be God-given and her congenital heart defect not? Is there 
no divinity in the laws of mud and stardew coincidenting our flesh out of a primordial soup even when those 
attempts result in humanufacturing abnormalities that cause suffering? 
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Still, there is a reality of the moments we spend writhing in pain when our chronic illnesses or disabilities 
betray us are also the moments we feel farthest from God - are likely the moments when we’re questioning 
God through tears and anguish-clenched teeth why They’ve forsaken us. We cry out in sometimes barely-
extant hope that we might be reconciled back to the bodies that seem to continuously wage war against us. 
We cannot be asked to bear the violence of God noticing this “creation” and calling it good. While holding 
that “Fixing” disability as a signal of messianic imminence or the arrival of paradise is ableist no matter what 
sacred book you find it in AND (for the more sacred text-dependent among us) healings of disability can 
represent an insistence upon the fluidity between roles and strata which were thought to be immutable (but 
should they?). 

So to whatever extent the Jesus we follow must be kept virtuous, the healings of disability centered not 
around the end result in some colonial white-supremacist-standardized “perfection,” but served to show 
all that their condition and lived experience under hostile systems is subject to change. The healing work 
was not in the abled outcome but in the change to arrive at a more liberated experience which, contrary 
to scriptural portrayals, cannot be limited to a non-disabled- experience. Change is our sign that kin-dom is 
near. Change is where we look to find messianic hope. To be Godly is not to be non-disabled but to be an 
agent for change against the imperial status quo that undermines our bodily autonomy. 

The cosmic balance of our agitated universe does not demand the eradication of disability, and to believe 
such is to fall prey to eugenicist logics that want us to be terrified that we’ll have to learn sign language and 
braille to get into heaven. May we all choose to celebrate the divinity of disability. 

Structural - People were seeking and following John the Baptist because he shared a message of hope and 
liberation. John was living like the most glamorous of vagabonds. He was fortunate enough to exist in a time 
before private property and foraging laws that would have criminalized his existence in that wilderness he 
made home. In this passage, Matthean Jesus juxtaposes a couple of approaches in seeking out the voices of 
prophets and liberation.

What did you go out into the wilderness to look at? A reed shaken by the wind? What, then, did you go out to see? 
Someone dressed in soft robes? Look, those who wear soft robes are in royal palaces. What, then, did you go out to 
see? A prophet? Yes, I tell you, and more than a prophet.

There are the soft robes and royal palaces which we can directly associate with capital. There are also 
the reeds shaken in the wind - perhaps those whose internalized oppression has given way to reactionary 
responses. But there also are voices crying out in the wilderness who find themselves there after having 
embraced a prophetic politic of refusal. It is in this wilderness opposite of the halls of power that we find our 
prophets.

Capital propagandizes us to accept false narratives regarding who holds the most power to influence 
change. Soft-robed Joe Biden says Democrats don’t have enough votes to codify Roe v. Wade. The cute-but-
insufficient student debt relief he dangled in front of us is being blocked by someone who had their own PPP 
loan forgiven. There was a legitimate fear that a Republican majority in Congress may render advocacy days 

https://www.geneticsandsociety.org/biopolitical-times/disability-rights-triage-and-countering-eugenics-time-pandemic
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/amp/politics/watch-biden-says-theres-still-not-enough-votes-to-codify-abortion-rights
https://twitter.com/strikedebt/status/1594524913398079489?s=46&t=s4fT1QqqvJKZxI2QDeadLA
https://twitter.com/strikedebt/status/1594524913398079489?s=46&t=s4fT1QqqvJKZxI2QDeadLA
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inaccessible to those who are immunocompromised or unable to travel if lawmakers don’t close their offices to 
advocacy groups altogether. Republicans have also renewed their obsession with ensuring that the votes of the 
most marginalized populations don’t count. The “royal palaces” of the United States are inaccessible to us, yet 
we keep trying to negotiate our way into meetings that maintain this genocide-conceived colonial experiment 
that shouldn’t exist. What if, instead, we sought other liberation-seekers in the wilderness? 

We don’t have full autonomy in much of what we do. Sometimes we have to take a job that contributes to 
something unethical. We have to purchase products that were manufactured in ways that send our Earth ever 
closer to becoming an air-fryer. But wandering a street near you is a filthy, musty prophet who can’t count on 
their next meal. It might even be the oracle on the corner shouting disconnected sentences about how the end 
is near - he’s right after all. This is one of the few things you get to choose: Who will you go to see? Scripture 
and history are clear about who is closest to liberation; It’s not the lawmakers of the state that terrorizes you. 
Who do YOU go to see? 

Interpersonal - One of the year’s most intriguing sequence of events sprouted from a transfer in ownership 
of the social media giant, Twitter. Many of its users were on the edge of their seats for the resulting digital 
kerfuffle between the new Twitter owner’s incompetence, the Eli Lily pharmaceutical company, and the trolling 
org, More Perfect Union that exposed the capitalistic asininity of unregulated pay-to-play verification. In brief, 
A staff writer at More Perfect Union purchased the verification for a fake Eli Lily account and tweeted that the 
“company” would make insulin free. The post went viral and gained the fake account thousands of followers. 

In some ways, we’re witnessing Jesus beginning a sort of verification process. This passage is a crucial assertion 
that Jesus doesn’t just spring onto the scene. Unlike the fake Eli Lily twitter account, Jesus has to answer to the 
guy doing the work before he was and, most importantly, his disciples. This is the only way for him to be fully 
verified. He can amass followers and do impressive works, but all of it will rest on his word, his works, and the 
testimonies of the healed. 

An ever-popular and perhaps the oldest advertising strategy is that of the testimonial. A testimonial leverages 
the credibility of a consumer of the product to evidence the product’s value. The more “knowledgeable” and 
“honest” the consumer, the more authority they’re given, and the more impactful the testimonial is likely to be. 
The objective is to convert followers into sales and turn a larger profit, but that isn’t the goal of a testimony. 

A testimony, on the other hand, is a spiritual technology. A testimony is made by a community member who 
asks their trusted community to bear witness to their struggle and, in many but not all cases, triumph over 
that struggle. Implicit in this shared practice is an understanding that no neighbor suffers in isolation - that the 
flourishing of that individual and the flourishing of the community are linked. Jesus’ ministry required testimony 
to the disciples of a political prisoner perhaps because he knew his own fate to be tied to that of the political 
prisoner before him - Jesus should have already been anticipating his being a target of the Roman state. That 
shared experience, proximity, and the solidarity springing from a shared fate is what begins to distinguish John 
and Jesus’ followers from customers to community. 

Alisa Bierria narrates a common example of how capital perverts community in nonprofit structures and even 
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https://twitter.com/moreperfectus/status/1595186750363963392?s=46&t=s4fT1QqqvJKZxI2QDeadLA
https://twitter.com/moreperfectus/status/1595186750363963392?s=46&t=s4fT1QqqvJKZxI2QDeadLA
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in our interpersonal (dis)connections. The pressure her organization faced from funders to professionalize 
their relationships with community members.

“Additionally, professionalization of antiviolence work encouraged a climate in which survivors became 
increasingly objectified (as clients or as customers) and pathologized. A distance between advocates and 
survivors was enforced throughout most organizations and considered much more professional and healthy.”

Capital had a vested interest in creating a false dichotomy between expertise and lived experience. Many 
of us who benefit from being considered “experts” in a particular field do so by distancing ourselves from 
our experience as survivors of a system of oppression. Bierria’s narrative explains how survivors with lived 
expertise are then objectified and pathologized as too traumatized or broken to be effective. Organizations’ 
relationships or even your relationships with community members fall at risk of being reduced to your ability 
to supply whatever is purported to benefit them - it’s transactional. We can make a conscious decision not to 
begin viewing our friends and neighbors as customers to be serviced, clients to be diagnosed, or an audience 
to be entertained. 

“Ultimately, this attitude rooted in professionalization, oppression, and internalized oppression undermined 
opportunities for rich community building in the antiviolence movement. By the 1990s, Seattle Rape Relief 
volunteers, most of whom fielded calls on the crisis line, barely knew each other, meeting only at a mandatory 
monthly training.”

As we’re preparing to enter into a new year of the Gregorian calendar, it isn’t too late to transform your 
clients into a community, your testimonials into testimony. This will require releasing many people to invest in 
their own priorities elsewhere. White supremacist capitalism deceives us into believing that high numbers, high 
visibility, and high sales are equal to high impact. Transactions cannot tell a testimony. Who have you made the 
center of your own narrative? By whom are you verified? Are you networking with rabble-rousers and political 
prisoners? On whose testimony does your work depend?

Bibliography

Alisa Bierria “Pursuing a radical antiviolence agenda inside/outside a non-profit structure” in The Revolution will not Be 

Funded: Beyond the Non-Profit Industrial Complex by Incite!

Words for inspiration: 

These resources from the People’s CDC provide reliable ways to keep your gatherings safe and accessible 
for disabled and/or immunocompromised folks
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

African scuba divers rewrite a ‘settlers’ narrative’ of the slave trade

A man won the legal right to not be ‘fun’ at work

The Pentagon fails its fifth audit in a row

Bussa’s Rebellion of 1816, the Largest Slave Revolt in Barbadian History

Omicron subvariant BA.2 replicates faster in brain cells than other strains, study finds

[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 communications strategist and spiri-
tual activist who is deeply vested in the development of healing cultures. 
They are the editor of “Liturgy that Matters”, an enfleshed publication. 
She also serves as the associate director of communications for an 
organization that supports organizing and advocacy for housing justice. 
As a multispiritual  worker, they love being immersed in cooperative 
interfaith dialogue while creating restorative space for those marginalized 
within or beyond faith institutions. She’s also an amateur poet, nap-taker, 
and time-bender. She resides in the stolen Powhatan lands now called 
Richmond, VA.. Follow her on Facebook and Twitter for more content 
and updates!

Liturgy Author 

Rev. Molly Bolton (she/they) is a spiritual director, hospital chaplain, and 
poet who lives in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina with her 
partner and a tuxedo cat. She engages poetry as a tool for liberative 
spiritual care in clinical, ecclesiastical, and community settings.
Molly holds a Master of Divinity from Wake Forest School of Divinity 
and a Diploma in the Art of Spiritual Direction from San Francisco 
Theological 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.
com and on insta @mjbolton.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/11/17/slave-ship-wrecks-smithsonian-senegal/
https://www.businessinsider.com/man-won-legal-right-not-be-fun-at-work-alcoholism-2022-11
https://responsiblestatecraft.org/2022/11/22/why-cant-the-dod-get-its-financial-house-in-order/
https://talkafricana.com/bussas-rebellion-of-1816-the-largest-slave-revolt-in-barbadian-history/
https://www.scmp.com/news/china/science/article/3201027/omicron-subvariant-ba2-replicates-faster-brain-cells-other-strains-study-finds
https://www.facebook.com/caseyovertonprofessional
https://twitter.com/CaseyOverton1
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