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Isaiah 42:1-9   
Psalm 29   
Acts 10:34-43  
Matthew 3:13-17 
 

What links the texts this week? 

It’s baptism Sunday and the texts reveal the faithful outcome of deepening into covenant with God. 
Ancient prophecies point toward loyal, wise, devoted, and liberationist unfoldings that flow from the 
heart  and life of the called. Jesus, submitting to the blessing over his intentions to join the long lineage 
of such holy work publicly undergoes a ritual that situates his ministry in the collective. And later, in 
rememberance, we witness the transformative impact of this larger story of God disrupting assumptions, 
queering boundaries, and reshaping identity and community. The ritual of baptism is an invitation to turn 
the seeds of love’s work into a lasting commitment between the divine, people, and shared hope for all 
earth’s flourishing. 
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

God Who Remembers Their People,
We suffer under broken systems!

Holy Advocate, we cry:
Weapons into plowshares!
Violence into tenderness!
Structures of harm into networks of compassion!

Trouble the Waters of Change.
Wash us in your wisdom for the work of Transformation.
Quench the thirst of your people and land.

Come, Radical Way-Maker, come!

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

Where Christianity holds hands with violence—we say, ‘no more!’ We look squarely at the suffering Christianity 
has caused when co-opted by domination and repent. God, guide us in our acts of accountability and our 
efforts of repair. Holy Spirit, help us choose the legacy of tenderness woven through the fabric of our tradition. 
We look to our teacher, Jesus, for help. May we, too, listen to children, be influenced by the wisdom of women, 
practice the art of healing, move against the way of empire, and weep for the sorrow of the world. Amen. 
 
Invitation to offering

Our bodies are like trees, not machines—requiring sunlight, the blanket of night, rootedness, connection, and 
nourishment. We are meant neither to rise and grind nor hang our hats on personal productivity. We are, like 
the fawn, meant to rest and play. Come, bring forth your offerings, that we might give one another the gift of 
living into our creaturely selves.

Prayer of dedication

God of the Oppressed, accompany us as we undo ways of harm within and without. Imagine with us a future 
of ease and interdependence. Fortify us for the work of change. Celebrate with us the ways radical compassion 
is already moving, is already troubling waters of new life. Bless our offerings, our resources, and our gifts to 
uninhibited thriving. Amen.
 
Benediction

The steadfast love of God
calls us not into shame, but transformation—
invites us not towards despair, but towards accountability.

Go forth boldly and tenderly,
for there is work to be done in the Kin-dom of New Life.
In the Spirit of Christ,
let us extend and receive compassion.
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SERMON PREP

Questions: 
 

•	 What is one way your community can tend toward a rigid, static, or stubborn understanding of how change 
and transformation unfold in the world? 

•	 How does your community relate to the trees in your region and the way they connect with local histories, 
policies, and theologies around land? 

•	 How do you understand ‘grace’ to situate within collective histories and not only individual lives and practices?  
 

Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Rev. M Jade Kaiser

Cosmic - The power of this text becomes so palpable in its wider context of the chapter. Just before, Peter is in 
a divine trance. God invites him to blur, complicate, trouble, question and queer his familiar boundaries between 
foods deemed ‘clean’ or ‘unclean.’ Peter is “greatly puzzled” by what he witnesses and what meaning he should 
make of this alternative perspective. 

Following our text, the chapter closes with the Spirit descending upon the people. The Jews who accompanied 
Peter are there, jaws on the floor, witnessing these Gentiles so thoroughly under the influence of the God of their 
people. To this vision, they respond: “Can anyone withhold the water for baptizing these people who have received 
the Holy Spirit just as we have?” 

The evidence before them suggests these Gentiles are sincerely won-over. The Gentiles’ longing for liberation so 
thoroughly connects with that of the liberation promised by the God of ancient Jews - it all comes together in an 
entirely surprising coalition. There are so many very good reasons not to ritually become one with Gentiles but 
the Jewish crew is so taken by what they’re witnessing, that baptizing them becomes the only obvious choice. God 
- and thus they - claim the Gentiles as kin, family, movement siblings in God’s work of rebuilding the world. Christ 
following Jews and now Christ following Gentiles, baptized into the faith of the God of ancient Israel. Distinct and 
yet bonded people. 

Dr. Willie James Jennings notes, “We’re inside of a Gospel story [that] has to do with us joining the story of 
another people. There are so many Christians who never got that memo - that they are inside Israel’s story.”

The phrase, “God shows no partiality” is often a casualty of this censored memo. It becomes a tool of 
homogenizing. Erasing identities and histories. Void of its textual relationship to ‘the oppressive forces of the devil,’ 
a colonizing Christianity tells a story of a God whose relationship is to each of us as individuals, free of any wider 
context. No partiality-no bigger story-no accountability-no help under power’s thumb. We, too, then are each 
encouraged to pluck ourselves out of history, out of our lineages, our relationship with God, free of politics and 
power.
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But within the story of Israel and ancient Judaism, ‘no partiality’ is a far more radical grace than any 
individualistic and ‘objective’ god can muster. This is a grace worthy of struggling with. A grace that co-mingles 
within a God Who Is Angry For Their People - the Israelites - whom They love fiercely and relentlessly. A God 
Who Remembers Their People exiled, executed, and enslaved by Gentiles. A God whose chosen ones have 
been oppressed for centuries. This god’s time has come to turn the world. What enables that God to open 
Their heart to god-fearing Gentiles, when They could - and many would argue should - simply eradicate the 
enemies of Their people? That is divine grace.

Late activist Grace Lee Boggs was known to ask, ‘what time is it on the clock of the world?” In our text, the 
resurrection of Jesus marks ‘the time of God’s revolution,’ and to our writers and actors, the surprise is that 
the Gentiles are not only welcomed but in fact deemed necessary for God’s intentions of freedom and 
reconciliation. 

Anyone who has ever wrestled with looking in the face of another and perceiving only a devil’s look-a-like, not 
because of action but sheer identity, can feel the challenge of this moment. These people? We really need each 
other? 

One textual note of importance to keep us, still, within the story to which we belong and not of the devil’s: 
Following Peter’s assurance that God shows no partiality, Peter goes on to elaborate on the context. It is not 
‘everyone is acceptable’ to God at all times, in all things, in all ways. It is ‘everyone who fears Them and practices 
righteousness is acceptable to God.’ Now this is a slippery concept. Suddenly, our own acceptance is not a 
static state but an invitation in every moment. The bounds of identity and community - where God’s people 
begin and end - they are queer, in flux, not easily definable, and always changing. The ‘acceptance’ of God - 
tricky language worthy of its own essay - is, here, something that is changing constantly based not solely on 
identities but also on our hearts and actions. Never intended for the purposes of a static label - acceptable or 
not acceptable - but as a kind of religious compass in our hopes of aligning with our god. 

Dr. Pamela Eisenbaum reminds us that the language of “fearing God” was commonly used in the Jewish 
community to simply point towards one’s piety. And that the language of ‘god-fearers’ as we see used in Acts, 
even in this chapter to describe Cornelius who ignites this whole series of events, is one bestowed upon 
Gentiles who “were respectful of the Jewish God, the Jewish people, or both.” They were Gentiles who had 
undergone some kind of theological, spiritual, political, relational transformation - away from the Roman 
Empire/devil’s oppressive forces and toward the God of Israel. It is among those Gentiles specifically - and the 
Jewish people - that God shows no partiality. To those, baptism is extended. A miracle of grace, indeed.

Structural - I was struck by the framing of the crucifixion in this text. The weapon of state execution is 
so often referred to simply as “a cross.” But here, it is “a tree.” Among other connections to make, this is a 
moment we might choose to reflect on the lifeform that was carved into a tragic tool it never asked to be, 
forced into acts of violence so unnatural to its form. I wonder how many precious beloveds were executed 
on the same tree. How many different people’s blood soaked into the wooden rings of each tree. Life across 
species, co-mingling in death. A reminder of entangled struggles under forces of dominance, so often the State. 

The ancient trees forced to do human’s dirty work through the crucifixion are ancestors to the many 
gruesome tools carved from wood to come - from guillotines to pillories and stocks to gallows to stakes to 
electric chairs to trees used for lynchings. Entangled struggles of race and religion, gender and poverty, ableism 
and earth’s exploitation weave their way through history.

A recent article in The New Yorker by Dorothy Wickenden wrote of the original context that birthed the 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2022/12/19/the-promise-and-the-politics-of-rewilding-india
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often derogatorily-intended term ‘tree-hugger.’ It came from a 1730 protest of the Bishnoi people in India when 
the sacred khejri trees of their village were wanted by the maharaja of Jodhpur for the building of a new palace. 
Despite the significant risk, the locals wrapped their arms around the trees, clinging for life - the trees and theirs. 
Inseperable. Tragically, the rulers’ soldiers then killed 363 people and took down the trees. Another resource 
goes on, the protestor’s “action led to a royal decree barring the cutting of trees in any Bishnoi village. The result 
of those villagers sacrifice are virtual wooded oases amidst an otherwise desert landscape. Not only that, the 
Bishnois inspired the Chipko movement that continued in the 1970s, when a group of peasant women in the 
Himalayan mountains of northern India cleaved their arms around trees authorized to be cut down.”

Courageous efforts to protect sacred trees have taken on similar forms - tree hugging, tree sitting, and others - 
across the globe in both rural and urban settings. From the Redwoods in the U.S. to the olive groves of Palestine, 
people have embodied in action how deeply our fates entangle.

How we understand and relate to trees is certainly a political, relational, and religious question. It is and always 
been one with roots deep in the soils of a multitude of other movements and struggles for flourishing. In a 
Christian religion still dominated by atonement theories that correlate God’s will with Jesus’ crucifixion, we find 
the entangled fate of humans and trees both submissive to a story of a so-called greater good. 

Whenever those in power comes for the trees, we do well to pay attention. Whose land, whose livelihoods, 
whose very lives will find themselves entangled in the consequences? Ultimately, the answer is always all of us, 
and intimately, the answer is more precise. Exploited lands go hand-in-hand with exploited peoples. Domination 
of earth’s life and body goes hand-in-hand with domination of people’s lives and bodies. Beneath the surface of 
things, inseperable threads.

In this era of deforestation, of pipelines and profit, of anti-Black policing and the corporatization of farming, may 
we turn from theologies that wield their axe over people and planet and find instead both a God that is the tree 
and the tree-huggers (by choice of protest or by cause of crucifixion). As inseparable as the breath, the death, 
and the life they share. May we aspire to find, there, an abolitionist God who has never been pro-cross, leading us 
to pastures of shared flourishing - trees and people alike.
 
(Inter)personal - Do you know what your ‘theory of change’ involves? Or perhaps, better for this context, 
‘theology of change?’ How do you understand change to occur - and particularly, the changes you hope will 
unfold structurally, culturally, or globally?

My own response to such a question has changed a million (and five) times over the course of my life thus far. 
Every new ingredient that life provides changes how I understand it all to come together. Consciously or quietly 
beneath the surface of things, our theology of change shapes how, why, whether we aim to alter policies and 
structures. How we relate in conflict interpersonally. What our protest looks like and to whom it is targeted. 
What collaborations occur or do not. How we tell stories. Who we call family. How we use resources. How we 
relate to our own journeys of transformation. It is the ‘why’ behind so many of our daily choices, individually and 
collectively.

Here, in our text, we are witnessing Peter processing his Theology of Change shifting in real time. He is no 
newcomer to this movement of the God of ancient Israel. He knows the history. He’s studied. He’s practiced. 
He’s been leading the people. He’s suffered and been persecuted. He’s failed. He’s celebrated. He’s broken bread 
with the resurrected. He was beloved by Jesus himself! In other words, he’s got a lot of earned wisdom about his 
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https://www.lynchburgparksandrec.com/history-of-tree-huggers/#:~:text=The%20first%20tree%20huggers%20were,material%20for%20building%20a%20palace.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tree_sitting
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people, how they will attain freedom, and what their god is about. But in this text, we are privy to one of those 
magical moments when another perspective suddenly fits like a new piece in the puzzle. Peter has encountered 
this perspective before - but it didn’t yet fit his framework of experience and belief. He wasn’t ready, until just 
this moment when a whole new world of possibility was suddenly cracked open.

Things ‘click’ differently. The meaning of the trance he was in. The teachings and scriptures. The Spirit moving 
through these ‘god-fearing’ Gentiles hosting him. It all comes together and he begins to feel, to know, to 
understand, and to believe differently than he did before. In this era, this post-resurrection time, Jews and 
Gentiles will form a new family, a new movement, a new humanity. This new theology of change - a new 
pathway that answers the question “how will God redeem Their people under the forces of empire?” He had 
one answer. Now he has another. The blueprint changes. The narrow way is troubled. Stretched. Expanded. 
Deepened. All that yearning, striving, hoping for his people - it gets a little more breathing room, a little more 
spaciousness, a little more help. But, it also requires some perhaps confusing and uncomfortable release. 

Grace Lee Boggs wrote of our era (and goodness, this was also eras ago, in 2013), that it is time for a different 
theory of change. A new way. A different approach for a different context that can hold the particularities of 
the many crises we are facing globally and locally. We cannot rely on what worked in the past - the strategies of 
resistance must evolve. New approaches. New connections. New solidarities. New evolutions must unfold. 

How do we get from a world where attorney generals like Ken Paxton of Texas are requesting lists of names 
of people who have transitioned in the last two years for god-knows-what terrifying next step of increasingly 
transphobic violence - to a world where trans people are safe? 

How do we get from a planet burning under capitalism’s extractions to one where all living things have a 
chance to thrive - people, fauna, flora, fungus?

How do we get from a cultural mindset, a profitable practice, a violent industry of policing and prisons 
reigning anti-Black, anti-Indigenous and other terrors on the world - to an abolitionist community where safety, 
resources, and transformation is centered?

What moves us an inch closer in all these directions? And what, if anything, might it have to do with what Dr. 
Jenning’s calls “the revolution of the Intimate” in the book of Acts? 

Throughout the scriptures, we witness God’s own theology of change shifting - the Spirit is not one to get 
stuck in Her ways. Whether we are Peter, longtime in movements, or those freshly baptized, blessed be our 
deepening understandings of how we get from what is to what can be. Blessed be our releasing. Our opening. 
Our wrestling. Our adapting. 

*Note: Jewish New Testament scholar Dr. Pamela Eisenbaum reminds us that this moment we are witnessing 
isn’t necessarily new or radical to all of Judaism at the time - but it is to Peter and his movement. Like all 
transformation, it does not need to be new or unique to be meaningful or impactful.

Dr. Eisenbaum explains how, in the diaspora, it was increasingly common for Jews and Gentiles to interact, in 

January 8, 2023

https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2022/12/14/texas-transgender-data-paxton/
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both significant and casual ways. In worship, in relationship, and in business. Ultimately, thoughts were always 
varied across the tradition - some believed Gentiles would face a punitive judgement in God’s revolution. 
Others believed Gentiles, with conversion to Judaism, would be welcomed in. And others still, as we witness in 
this moment, believed (and come to believe like Peter), that Gentiles will be welcomed without conversion of 
identity, only conversion of loyalty, heart, and practice.
 
 

 
 
Words for inspiration: 

“Once, I lived on the tarred, lonely highways of truth – slugging towards the looming horizons – the promised 
dwelling places for those who did not waver. The whole world was about being either right or wrong. I was 
either lost or found. That was many years ago though. Today, when I meet people, I recognize how utterly 
beyond right and wrong they are – how their lives are symphonies beyond orchestration, how their mistakes 
and failings are actually cosmic explorations on a scale grander and of a texture softer than our most dedicated 
rule-books could possibly account for. You see, something happened on my way – and I lost my coordinates, my 
map, my directives. Now the whole journey is the destination – and each point, each barren point, just as noble 
as the final dot.
 
Every splotch of ink is become to me a fresco of wisdom, a beehive of honey, a lovely place – and every aching 
voice a heavenly choir. The world is no longer desolate and empty and exclusive; she is now a wispy spirit, 
whose fingers flirt through the wind – a million roads where only one once lay. And I need not be certain about 
the road traveled – since I arrived the self-same moment I set out.”

- Bayo Akomolafe

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

As Temperature Drops, Incarcerated People Brace for Dangerously Cold Conditions

A Water War Is Brewing Over the Dwindling Colorado River

Six major developments that shaped 2022 for Palestinians

Gender self-determination to be granted in Spain, Scotland

Richmond removes final public Confederate statue

Avatar: The Way of Water faces boycott over handling of indigenous cultures

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

https://truthout.org/articles/as-temperature-drops-incarcerated-people-brace-for-dangerously-cold-conditions/
https://www.propublica.org/article/colorado-river-water-uncompahgre-california-arizona
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/12/26/six-major-developments-that-shaped-2022-for-palestinians
https://apnews.com/article/spain-children-gender-6dbd1a1726e38f7bde9044c1be5bf959
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/nation/richmond-removes-final-public-confederate-statue
https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/films/news/avatar-2-way-of-water-boycott-native-americans-b2250539.html
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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 capaci-
ties.  
 
Please ensure attribution to “enfleshed” is included somewhere on your worship materials, screen, or ver-
bally 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.


