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Exodus 12:1-14
Psalm 149
Ezekiel 33:7-11
Psalm 119:33-40
Romans 13:8-14
Matthew 18:15-20

What links the texts this week? 

These texts seem to portray a harsher God which can make us a little uncomfortable. We don’t 
always know what to do with the God of judgements, commands, statutes, and decrees. Is this God 
worthy of our praise, or just our fear? But what if we encounter this God from a different social 
positioning? As members of a righteous fold being victimized by a wicked few, this less tolerant God 
can bring us relief and restoration in what feels like a severely disordered universe. These texts, while 
sometimes problematic, also can point us to the role of the divine as One who restores natural order 
in the cruelest chaos. May we offer praise for a God of change in a brutal status quo.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Faithful people, let us pause and take notice
The pace of these days distracts and overwhelms

In the company of one another, we ground ourselves in a different rhythm
We make space for Holy Wisdom; we make room to consider

Taking stock of our lives, collective and personal
Let us open our hearts to the truths that bring life 

Opening prayer

Divine Companion, you know what our daily lives hold. You know how difficult it is just to be present to a 
moment. In our weariness, we can reject the wisdom we need most. Give us strength to show up honestly 
and with courage to that which you ask us to face. Planetarily. Systemically. Personally. May our love for 
future generations of land and people sustain us. Amen.

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

Since the beginning of our time, God has companioned people through unimaginable circumstances. 
Nurturing courage. Creating shelter. Creatively and subversively outwitting evil’s plans. In faith that this 
same God who harbored faithful ancestors will harbor us on paths of truth, let us bring our offerings. 

Prayer of dedication

Spirit of Conviction, we hope to be faithful to the stories of past generations; to honor those who 
struggled righteously under systems of power. Those who fought for life when evil came to destroy. Those 
who chose not to succumb to cynicism. May we honor them with our lives. Bless these offerings to the 
service of future generations. Amen.

Benediction

Sometimes in the chaos of our lives,
we can forget that we are powerful.
we can forget that we are capable.
we can begin to believe that our only hope
is hiding from what scares us. 
But God is here, reminding us of all 
the brave and collective and joyous possibilities
aching to unfold among and within and between us.
May we go and live boldly in faith.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 Does your tradition have a spoken or unspoken theology for who dies and why? How can death be 
discussed in ways that deeply engage theological implications without causing distress?

•	 Who are the folks on the periphery of your spiritual community? How can their needs and concerns 
be platformed in a way that legitimates them?

•	 How can you more consistently live into your role as a sentinel? What changes could this require of 
you?
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Application

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

Cosmic - In some ways, God in Ezekiel reads as enraged, frantic, and unraveled with desperation. Threats hurl 
down on the people from skyward as this God, sitting high and looking low, is placing Israel on a performance 
improvement plan before they get marinated, breaded, and deep-fried hard. It’s so intense that it’s hard to take 
seriously… because what on earth could have warranted such an absurdly diabolical reaction?

God was regarded as the cause of all manners of uncontrollable events from natural disasters to wars to 
whatever the hell was going on with Job. Flood? God must be angry. Survival despite a famine? God has chosen 
and delivered us. Exile at the hands of a cruel empire? God must be preparing to wipe us from existence for 
our wickedness. 

We tend to distance ourselves from these rationales now in a scientific age where we know how and why 
these events take place. But as we encounter phenomena we can’t explain, we still turn towards these 
spiritualized rationales. Lose your job. “God has something better for you” You can’t make rent. “God is just 
testing your faith.” A beloved doesn’t pull through. “God called them home.” It can make us feel better to force 
a level of acceptance through these rationales of divine design or intervention. These are the explanations 
we turn to when, much like the Israelites, we don’t know what God is doing or if that divine activity is taking 
our experience into account. So long as horrors like exile and poverty exist, marginalized communities will 
be peoples grappling with warlike conditions within systems of extermination. I was recently speaking with a 
reverend about the urgency of our liberation movements as we try to minimize deaths from elites’ inhumanity. 

“There will always be casualties of war,” he started, recognizing how costly these battles become, “...but God 
isn’t concerned with death.” This was surprising to hear from a pastor. In our litany of human rationalizations, 
we ascribe personified attributes to the Divine that are bound by our spatiotemporal and thereby limited 
intellect. The reverend posited that death may distress us, but Source exists beyond time and space where 
death can be interpreted very differently. He isn’t saying that God doesn’t care if we die. But the meaning 
made of the inevitability of human deaths amidst tragic and devastating disruptions in a natural order that has 
priorities other than just human lifespans. As our macabre discussion continued, we agreed that the death we 
also need to be concerned about is the one that allows us to alienate ourselves from children in shock dusting 
debris from their prayer mats after a shower of bombs. The death of the wicked isn’t even necessarily a natural 
death.

The divine responsibility to our lives and collective flourishing must take into account forces and factors that 
can appear to have either/or outcomes when they may not. While the framing of this text may be more coarse 
than useful in many contexts, verse 11 attempts to clarify that the divine mission is never death for the people 
but their reorientation towards right relation. This can affirm a cosmic reality that other cultures have an easier 
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time acknowledging - death is not inherently cruel. Death is neutral and not to be conquered. Corrine 
Carvalho remarks in her commentaries on Ezekiel in the Fortress Commentary on the Bible,

“This passage in Ezekiel states that disasters are not God’s will; facing communal responsiblity for 
natural disasters and their aftermath is. But, like the ancient Israelites, sometimes it is easer to blame 
God than it is to change a group’s way of life.”

And death is change. As for a God who brings death? What does Love do when a small group of people 
are causing a communal threat? How should Love respond to those siphoning life and agency from the 
vulnerable? When the wicked refuse to relent, what might that push Love to do? How to we theologically 
reckon with outcomes that will always seem unfair?

Structural - Among temporality’s greatest paradoxes are the ways that prolonged periods of safety 
can erode public recognition of potential threat, thereby magnifying vulnerabilities that wouldn’t exist 
otherwise. This tragic phenomenon often ends in highly preventable catastrophe because those in danger 
do not believe themselves at risk enough to take action that would preserve themselves through the 
bypassed emergency. 

A loved one recently insisted upon my finally watching the classic film that has captivated staple status in 
the American cultural canon for decades, and it so perfectly exemplifies this. I hadn’t seen “Titanic” until 
last month, and I would have liked to be astounded by the collective hubris that led to the passengers’ 
demise. They had been deluded by their irrationally inflated sense of security, but this began long before 
the launch of their seabound undertaker. While the seagrave’s executive crew were supremely reckless, The 
Titanic’s priority passengers (which didn’t include its third class and its staff) were mostly wealthy white 
aristocrats whose everyday lifestyles were carefully curated to minimize or eliminate personal risk. In any 
classed society, this is achieved by identifying and marginalizing groups who will take on disproportionate 
risk, undergo continuous threats to their safety, and live in an ever-present awareness of the higher classes’ 
sadistic predation. 

It was this commitment to an illusion of safety and class supremacy that led to a deplorable employment of 
the ship’s emergency evacuation plan even after the haughty vacationers began to accept the possibility of 
precarity. The wealthy were saved in the highest percentages leaving most of the fatalities to second, third 
class, and crew. Threats will usually hit the periphery first and hardest, meaning that the folks on the outside 
will be most compromised. 

Black folks created our own AAVE call and colloquialism to describe this state of heightened, dreadful 
awareness. Starting in the late 30s we told each other to “stay woke” as we traveled through the dangerous 
American countryside… Almost a century later, the far right and even others have found an expedient 
enemy in “wokeness” which they have used to caricature us as domestic enemies whose self-interest and 
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delusion join in a matrimony of anti-American fervor. NPR’s Domenico Montanaro explains,

“Modern Black activism and the Black Lives Matter movement used [stay woke] widely as a rallying cry. 
At other times, the seriousness of the word has been diluted, used facetiously and ironically on social 
media. And now the word has been co-opted as a political slogan on the right, something Richardson 
warns could lead to violence…”

Although we occupants of the other side of the political spectrum usually see these attacks and their straw 
men for the decoys and distractions that they are, we have not fully convinced ourselves that we’re living in 
a warzone either. Are we members of the “woke left” willing to live into true solidarity with those who are 
most vulnerable if we can’t agree on a consistent masking practice or reliable mutual aid? Who will be mindful 
of those closer to the outside? In the spaces we frequently navigate, do we know where we are in relation to 
the periphery? How can we reconfigure our own gatherings and structures to not leave certain folks more 
vulnerable?

Interpersonal - Can you imagine being the sentinel that no one listens to? As “Titanic” portrays well, being 
among the very few aware of impending doom that no one else acknowledges is a traumatic experience. They 
will feel like the entire world is gaslighting them, and this is truer than not. A disregarded sentinel becomes an 
outcast for ruining everyone else’s enjoyment and putting a damper on the festivities. A disregarded sentinel 
will be cast aside as fanatical, fixated, and obsessed for getting worked up when it’s just ‘not that serious’ 
according to the blissfully ignorant. This sentinel is inherently countercultural due to their having knowledge 
of likelihoods that cause them to dramatically shift their practice to accommodate a lifestyle of preparation, 
survival, and self-preservation especially where community care has all but disintegrated. These rituals scare 
us a little. We know how uncomfortable it must be to believe them necessary.

We might believe that the call to solidarity demands that we forsake all that we consider beautiful, 
pleasurable, and romantic in order to clearly see the dystopia before us. That all awaiting the true 
revolutionary is a life of sacrifice and ascetic deprivation eating freeze-dried food in a doomsday bunker. 
These elements can be present, but they don’t offer a complete portrayal. For all that we may lose and grieve, 
what if we gain something just as if not more beautiful? I’ve heard that when you start to give up added 
sodium and sugar, your body’s desensitization to these flavors wears down over time, allowing you to taste 
natural flavors more strongly - more accurately.  What if the same could be true for how we might adjust to 
foregone “luxuries” in service to solidarity?

The less impassioned reactions to “wokeness” are more widely accepted yet still isolating. Instead of outward 
dismay, we may take small exclusionary actions like making their seriousness punchlines or just listening to 
them prattle on about their radical beliefs without implementing any of the lifestyle changes they’re calling 
for. What is our attitude towards those sounding alarms among us now? What does it look like to truly heed 
their warning?
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A sentinel who is not being taken seriously could rely on the help of allies who regard their warnings with 
life-saving implications. In the absence of these allies, they are likely to engage in behaviors that don’t make 
sense to those of the dominant culture. Some of these behaviors will be directly related to ensuring their 
own safety while others, still indirectly related, will be trauma responses. Either of these responses can be 
met with more distancing. When we encounter others in spaces we enjoy behaving in ways that don’t make 
sense to us, it can be because they have information we ignored or discarded to fortify our illusions of safety. 
What could it mean for our collective safety if we platformed those on the fringes or those who don’t fit 
in? May the misfits among us be met with intrigue and shared concern, even before we arrive at shared 
understanding.

 

Sources

https://www.vox.com/culture/21437879/stay-woke-wokeness-history-origin-evolution-controversy 
https://www.npr.org/2023/07/19/1188543449/what-does-the-word-woke-really-mean-and-where-does-it-
come-from 
https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/sa/public/cairnprimaryschool/uploads/sites/8603/2020/12/22142213/t2-t-
16482-the-titanic-display-facts-posters.pdf

Words for inspiration: 

Listen to protest song “Scottsboro Boys” 

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Proposed Baltimore police and fire training facility has hefty price tag: $330 million

Students, professors report chaos as semester begins at New College of Florida

More than 100 chaplains urge Texas school boards not to hire chaplains

Fears of ‘Plantation Disaster Capitalism’ Mount in Wake of Maui Fires

KY school district cancels classes less than two weeks into year due to Covid, flu and strep outbreaks

[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought 
partners]
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https://youtu.be/VrXfkPViFIE
https://www.thebaltimorebanner.com/community/criminal-justice/baltimore-police-department-fire-department-training-facility-M6N7PW4YN5H6FN3YYNQLD6C74Y/
https://www.cnn.com/2023/08/26/us/new-college-of-florida-chaos-reaj/index.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/religion/2023/08/23/texas-school-chaplains-letter/
https://www.commondreams.org/news/maui-disaster-capitalism?share_id=7822767&utm_campaign=RebelMouse&utm_content=Common+Dreams&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/kentucky-school-district-cancels-classes-covid-flu-strep-rcna101511?cid=sm_npd_nn_tw_ma&taid=64e699fea23fd600011e094b&utm_campaign=trueanthem&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter
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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 

M Jade Kaiser (formerly M Barclay) is co-founder and co-director of 
enfleshed. M wonders, wrestles, and works in the places where 
spirituality, activism, culture(s), and creativity entangle. Over the last 
decade, they have had the pleasure of collaborating and working in spaces 
and movements of shared longing and action such as Texas Freedom 
Network, Faith in Harm Reduction, SURJ, UmForward, Reconciling 
Ministries Network, ONE Northside, and other collectives of organizers, 
religious communities, and creators. In their spare time, they seek out 
creaturely encounters and enjoy working with stained glass.

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