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TEXTS

January 15, 2023

Isaiah 49:1-7

Psalm 40:1-11

1 Corinthians 1:1-9
John 1:29-42

What links the texts this week?

Praise be to our God who finds us in our desolation and resolves to call us by our name. Transfor-
mative divine power sees our strife and sets us on a new path to salvation from our enemies. We are
thereby sanctified and our suffering can be alchemized into silver. Cosmic Love neither demands nor
orchestrates our suffering, but is moved to embrace and exalt the oppressed like a parent consoling
their crying child.

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

Call to worship

Cosmic Love—
Under shimmering stars, we ponder Your vastness.
In the glow of the moon, we marvel at our shared living.

Down To Earth God—

Your wisdom is ancient and ever unfolding.
Like a kind auntie,

Your invitation to liberation is as gentle.
Like voices shouting for justice,

Your call toward liberation is demanding.

Spirit of Christ Alive in Us—

Make vivid the path of compassion.

Shake open doors towards radical transformation.
Sooth us with your Flung Wide Love.

Opening Prayer

Beloved, we long to be devoted, committed, and steadfast in our work towards collective liberation. We
also long to rest, play, and care tenderly for our bodies and spirits. Teach us how these two desires dance
with each other. Bless us with the wisdom of our elders who have gone before us, creating freedom
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within and without. Thank you for the moon and the tides who show us how to ebb and flow, expand and
retreat. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

No accumulation of resources squirreled away for the few!

No backlog of reparations unpaid!

But the free flow of resources to those dominated by systems of greed!
The rushing forth of Holy Enoughness to all beings everywhere!

We gather our offerings today to create the world of which we dream.

Prayer of Dedication

Prophet and scholar, James Baldwin, said “If | love you, | have to make you conscious of the things you
don’t see.” God of Revelations, may this offering be used to fill in the gaps of what we can not yet imagine.
May we become conscious of possibility in our communities. May we envision expansive ways of being
together infused with freedom and pleasure. Amen.

Benediction

Stars, moons, mystics,
ocean tides, squawking birds,
earthworms turning over soil.

Go forth blessed in your Holy Interdependence.
For, even amidst sorrow, Love unfolds within and without.

Let us Become with God
Who Becomes with us.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How does your faith community seek out the divine amongst the oppressed? What other associations
could help Christians recast the suffering servant as its own image as opposed to a precursor of Jesus?

* In what ways does your spiritual practice involve helping dominated groups liberate themselves? How
much of your tradition is informed by liberation theology?

*  What is your tradition’s treatment of suffering/sacrifice? How might your theology be more informed
by those, like womanists, who problematize redemptive suffering?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him).

Cosmic - In the second of Isaiah’s four Servant songs, the Servant reaches a threshold between hopelessness
and a much larger unexpected hope. “| have labored in vain; | have spent my strength for nothing and vanity,”
the Servant laments. Written to Israel during Babylonian exile, Isaiah seeks to empower his people with a
revolutionary prophecy that reinterprets the suffering of Israel as an integral part of their larger destiny leading
toward liberation, and the glorification of God. For Isaiah, glorification and liberation are inseparable. The act of
liberation is glorification of God.

For liberation theologian, Ignacio Ellacuria, conceptualizing salvation as intertwined with historical liberation
was important to understanding the God who is on the side of the oppressed. He writes, “The theology of the
Servant proposes that the encounter with Yahweh occurs in history and that that encounter thus becomes the
locus both of Yahweh's intimate presence with the people and of the people’s response and responsibility.™

Liberation theologians’ emphasis on a God who suffers with the oppressed in solidarity has been a powerful
symbol that has helped people dismantle theologies that paint God as one who gives oppressors the power

to continue oppressing. However, this turn also comes with the risk of falling into another harmful theological
framework that paints human suffering as sacred, and therefore, intended by God. Womanist theologian, Delores
Williams critiques this idea of redemptive suffering, particularly in the way we talk about the crucifixion, and she
argues, “Humankind is, then, redeemed through Jesus’ ministerial vision of life and not through his death.” She
warns theologians, saying, “As Christians, black women cannot forget the cross, but neither can they glorify it. To
do so is to glorify suffering and to render their exploitation sacred.”

So, as we read the Servant songs, we should acknowledge that it's not through some sort of redemptive
sacrificial death that God is glorified (whether by the hand of Babylon, or Rome, or the United States), but it’s

in the struggle for life that God is glorified. When the Servant sings, “yet surely my cause is with the Lord and
my reward with my God”, that reward, in the context of the cause, is the struggle for life and that struggle
continuing until it's achieved. The Greek word for ‘reward’ here is p ullah, which can also be translated to ‘work’.
Our cause and our work is with God.

The prophetic image of the Servant serves as a symbol for self-emancipation. It’s a call for Israel to be its own
Liberator. The cry of God’s people for God to free them from Babylon, like she did in Egypt is rebounded back
onto God’s people. God’s liberating servant will not come from outside the suffering of God’s people to pull
them out of their oppression. Rather, God’s liberating servant comes from below, not above, and is embodied by
God’s people uniting and pushing themselves out of oppression.

1 Ignacio Ellacuria, Ignacio Ellacuria: Essays on History, Liberation, and Salvation (New York: Orbis Books, 2013), 212.
2 Delores Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness (New York: Orbis Books, 1993, 2013), 148.
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Religion at its best inspires us to stretch our imagination for a new world so liberated that it seems
impossible. With God, all things are possible, and believing that empowers us to build a new world. Isaiah
taps into this radical imagination as he inspires his people to have a wider lens of their history, recalling their
birth in their mother’s womb, as well as the birth of their people in God’s womb. And through this wider
lens, Isaiah encourages his people to focus on the horizon as they continue struggling for freedom, knowing
that liberation is their destiny. And through this wider lens, Isaiah even widens the idea of liberation itself,
painting a picture of universal liberation. “I will give you as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach
to the end of the earth,” God sings.

“It is only the oppressed,” as Paulo Friere also reveals in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, “by freeing themselves,
can free their oppressors.” It's the servants who have experienced the suffering of the oppressed that will
liberate themselves, and their own oppressors. “The latter,” Friere argues, “as an oppressive class, can free
neither others nor themselves.”

As for the Christian usage of the symbol of the Suffering Servant, it can be misleading to claim that

Isaiah’s Servant Songs are predictive descriptions of Jesus. This usage also runs the risk of perpetuating the
antisemitic idea that Judaism is some sort of prequel to Christianity. It's quite reductive to imagine these
songs finding their fulfillment in the individual, Jesus. It's more helpful to understand that these songs find their
fulfillment throughout history as God’s people participate in their own self-emancipation. And Jesus’s early
followers found inspiration in the Servant songs as they interpreted Jesus as an exemplar that inspired them
to continue living out his ministry as the collective body of Christ, committing themselves to the work of
liberation as the embodiment of Christ, the Liberator.

Structural - CW: mentions of suicide in quoted anti-indigenous commentary by the director of Avatar.

“It is easy to regard the oppressed and needy as those who are to be saved and liberated,” Ellacurfa writes,
“but it is not easy to see them as saviors and liberators.”* This vision has never been easy. Ve tend to
continue looking outward for change from above when change from below seems hopeless.

“Laboring in vain” is a pain that’s very familiar to the oppressed throughout history. We struggle to unite,

to organize, to strike, to decolonize, to abolish, to liberate, and oftentimes, our efforts fall short of what we
hoped for. This often happens as a result of the oppressors’ constant suppression of our efforts, through
imprisonment, execution, debt, exploitative labor, discrimination, and systemic barriers to health, housing,
food, and education. This constant suppression prolongs our oppression, and this prolonging can often cause
us to start blaming ourselves, and each other, for our suffering. In the midst of this suppression taking the
blame for our lack of freedom is a lot easier than maintaining hope for liberation.

(CW) Recently, Avatar director, James Cameron, earned criticism for his resurfaced comments on the Lakota

3 Paulo Friere, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Continuum Publishing, 1970; London: Penguin Books, 2017), 30.
4 Ellacuria, 199.
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people, who he says partially inspired his film series that depicts the indigenous people of another planet
fighting off colonizers from Earth. He said, “if they [the Lakota Sioux] had had a time-window and they could
see the future... and they could see their kids committing suicide at the highest suicide rates in the nation...
because they were hopeless and they were a dead-end society — which is what is happening now — they would
have fought a lot harder.™

There’s a temptation among those in dominating groups to put the blame of the prolonged suffering of the
oppressed on the oppressed for not fighting hard enough to end their oppression. In a similar line of thought,
Kanye West infamously remarked in 2018 that 400 years of slavery in the United States “sounds like a choice”
that the enslaved made to stay enslaved for so long.

Both comments are not only ahistorical, but also obfuscate the guilty party for our oppression. The idea that
the oppressed allowed their oppression by not fighting hard enough ultimately justifies the historical oppression
we've faced.

It is indeed the responsibility of the oppressed to liberate themselves, but the guilt for oppression lies with
the oppressors. Shifting that guilt onto the oppressed is another form of suppression. Although our own
apathy and stubbornness can surely contribute to the prolonging of oppression, we must see the oppressor’s
suppression as the primary cause for internalized colonialism and other defeatist sentiments. Though we may
seem to labor in vain time and time again, we must sustain grace for one another as we struggle for freedom
despite the overwhelming suppression we face by those who benefit from our situation of oppression.

Personal - We must be suspicious of those who glorify suffering. This can happen in spiritual communities,
where we are overworked, or abused, or neglected, and are told our suffering is sacred and our reward is
with God. This can also happen in the workplace, through the classic neoliberal myth that manipulates us into
believing that our hard work and exploitation will lead us to success and security. Our work is with God as we
work to end the ways we are exploited.

In toxic spiritual communities those who volunteer their time and energy to bless their community through
various duties are often encouraged to see themselves as a type of “suffering servants” as they serve their
people. This form of service is rooted in guilt, instead of a love for their community. Healthy spiritual
communities must break away from a master/servant framework for talking about the ways we use our gifts
to bless our communities. A healthier framework is to envision our community as equal members of a family,
blessing one another out of love, the way that families ought to do. This framework is one that must be
consistently practiced with intention, because we live in a world dominated by communities and workplaces
that describe their people as a family in their words, but still operate in a master/servant framework in their
actions. Practicing an egalitarian family framework is subversive, and will remain difficult while these hegemonic
master/servant power dynamics remain.

5 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/apr/18/avatar-james-cameron-brazil-dam
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We are not rewarded for our suffering, in this life, or any other one. Our oppression is not sacred, but our
struggle to end oppression is. And when we proclaim that our cause is with God, and our work is with God,
as the Servant sings, then the burden of this long struggle begins to feel a bit lighter. Others struggle alongside
us, and not only that, but the universe takes up our cause as well as we struggle toward liberation.

Our lives need not be sacrificed for the greater good. Rather, our lives are lived for the greater good, and

the deaths caused by violent suppression come as a natural consequence of the death dealing systems we
struggle against. This is true for Isaiah’s Israelite people, this is true for Jesus’s crucifixion, and this is true for

us.

Words for inspiration:

“Cannon, Williams, Douglas, and Emilie Townes identified womanism with the view that theologies of re-
demptive suffering are pernicious. If this contradicted Martin Luther King Jr., the Black liberation theology
of James Cone, and most of the Black church tradition, most of the womanist founders were willing to say

”

SO.

- in “Cannon, Williams, and Womanist Survival” by Gary Dorien

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Learning to Self-Manage Abortions |s Key in a Post-“Roe” Society
Lula sworn in as Brazil president as predecessor Bolsonaro flies to US
Study Shows That Depression May Look Different In Black Women
The coming battle for the racist vote in America

Kansas police cite terminally ill patient for marijuana use at hospital

[enfleshe]d doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought
partners
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Commentaries Author

Damon Garcia (he/him) is a writer, video essayist, and public theologian
for a liberative Christianity. His work is inspired by liberation theology,
decolonial theory, and anti-capitalist politics as he helps people unsettle
and untangle the influence of Christian teachings developed to justify
colonization. He is the author of The God Who Riots: Taking Back the
Radical Jesus (Broadleaf Books, 2022). He lives in Santa Maria, California.
Follow Damon’s work on Twitter @whoisdamon and at damongarcia.
com.

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.

Editor

Casey Overton (she/they) is the editor of “Liturgy that Matters.”
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.
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