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Jeremiah 31:7-14
Sirach 24:1-12
Wisdom of Solomon 10:15-21
Ephesians 1:3-14
John 1:(1-9), 10-18

What links the texts this week? 

God or empire? Wisdom or wickedness? Who wins in all of the power struggles that our sacred texts 
present us? Maybe we are presented with these struggles to help us imagine another way. Maybe we 
need to be present to our sorrow in order to know that joy is possible. Perhaps the traditions of 
our ancestors can teach us when it is time to update those traditions. We are constantly shifting and 
changing to respond to power. What if God does too? 
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to Worship 

In the beginning was the Word.
And the Word was with God.
And the Word was God.

In the point of Possibility that expanded out to Cosmos,
held the Singing-Forth of All Beings:
the hush of a deer’s side against a shrub,
the splash of a sardine’s jump,
the frequency of amethyst,
the storm on Jupiter’s side,
the first wail of our human kin,
the crescendo of a cicada’s song.

In the beginning was the Word.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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And the Word was with God.
And the Word was God.

Opening Prayer

For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you. - Walt Whiteman

Wonderful Mystery, in our very nature we belong to each other—tangled up in mutuality for millenia; 
unfolding our story of life on this small blue planet. Awaken us to the wisdom of deep time, that radical 
possibility may live boldly through us. When the powerful tell us our hope for change is futile, remind us 
of the Wild Cosmos from which we were birthed. Transformation, Beauty, Liberation, Ever-Unfolding New 
Life—this is our prayer, oh God!

Invitation to Offering

What words are we making flesh with our lives today? How does the voice of compassion sing? How does 
the body of liberation dance? We gather our shared resources today, making flesh our ethic of mutuality; 
making flesh our dreams for flourishing. 

Prayer of Dedication

Wiley Creator, may the singing-forth of all beings be honored with our offerings. Compost with us systems 
of harm. Tend with us gardens of compassion. Practice with us putting flesh on the World to Come, ever-
enfolding, here and now. Amen.

Benediction

Move forth into fresh mornings, restorative nights, and stubborn possibilities,
enfleshing your dreams,
and beginning again and again and again.
Go with God—
Creator, Sustainer, Liberator.

.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 How has God changed for you over time? Does this reflect your spiritual tradition or your religious institu-
tion? What still needs to be reconciled?

•	 How would your justice-seeking shift if social progress is not considered linear? What wisdom can you go 
back and fetch from an era thought to be bygone? 

•	 What messages or affirmations can you use to ground yourself when insecurity overwhelms you? How can 
you reinforce these truths in community?

Application

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

Cosmic - John 1 is often used as an explanation or evidence that God has always been the same. In the 
beginning was the Word. As I’ve been exposed to John 1, it has always been easy for me to imagine the Word 
as written word - permanent and rigid in the sense that amendments can threaten or betray its integrity. 
While our scriptures are written, it may expand our perspective as we consider that the written word was not 
any laypersons primary way of engaging these scriptures or any new information for that matter. In a largely 
illiterate public, Word is spoken and conveyed in forms other than writing. This accords with many Indigenous 
knowledge systems including that of precolonial Africa in which oral history was emphasized as Jacob K. 
Olupona recalls in his book African Religions,

“The significance of orality and speech in Africa can be seen in the many words that diverse cultural 
groups use to describe a wise or intelligent person. For the Limba and the Barundi, a person is clever if 
he or she uses speech well. Most African societies praise singers who recite not only a person’s lineage 
but also the achievements of that lineage or clan. Words hold power. This performative aspect of African 
societies becomes even more pronounced in religious practice. Epic tales, songs for the deities, praise 
poetry, incantations, and recitation of divination verses are all examples of this rich verbal art. According to 
the Dinka  of Sudan, ‘a person’s creative speech is... an integral part of his ethos or personality.’ Words have 
the power to bring things into being and imbue them with life.” 

Of John 1, Adele Reinhartz explains in the Fortress Commentary that, “The prologue’s opening words, ‘In the 
beginning,’ quote the opening of the biblical book of Genesis (Gen. 1:1). The quotation signals that what follows 
is not just another biography but a story of life-giving significance for all creation.”

She continues by describing details of the poetic style in which John 1 unfolds. 
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“The prologue makes use of ‘staircase parallelism,’ in which an important word at the end of one line 
is taken up at the beginning of the next: ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God’ 
(1:1); ‘in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness’ (1:4-5). 
Some view this poetic style as evidence that the prologue was a pre-Johannine, independent hymn that 
was incorporated into the Gospel and adapted to serve as its introduction.”

Not only does this raise a question of authorship for part of our focus passage, but it’s all poetry in both 
Genesis and John. Poetry doesn’t deal in facts and cemented conclusions. Poetry doesn’t have citations. 
When art makes claims and it does, they are to be felt more than proven. 

We Black diasporan communities still rely on arts and poetry to make claims that the dominant “sciences” 
and “humanities” intentionally ignored. Spirituals, gospel, blues, jazz, rap, and spoken word are all poetic 
Black artforms that reveal the Truth of our experience. And in this way, I’d argue, are divine. We pour 
ourselves into our words and reveal our flesh whether glimmering with sweat, scars, blood, pride, joy, or all 
of it. When we said “Jesus is our doctor” we knew our healthcare access was systemically impeded. When 
we said “Ride on King Jesus” we knew that the power of White Imperialism has limitations. When we said 
“Go down Moses way down to Egypt land” we were imagining an economy that didn’t demand captivity. 

If you take these artful Black expressions as a fundamentalist, nothing makes sense. They require some 
consensual intercourse with Black experience to be grasped with any completeness. As for those who don’t 
deeply engage with the Black experience, well… they not like us.

The Word spoken, sang, and danced has an inherent pliability in the way that neither our minds nor bodies 
are designed to reproduce these forms in identical copies. A college recently shared with me that her family 
doesn’t write their recipes down because the point isn’t exactness. The family teaches each other to cook 
by sight and collaboration, meaning they all cook by an embodied knowing that can account for changes in 
product quality or unavailable ingredients. The Word befomes flesh. 

We might imagine Christ not as a stone tablet but a griot who is trusted to discern whether the message 
should be shifted to meet emerging needs or new context. Because if the Word became flesh, human flesh 
renews itself a full time over every [however long]. Even the way this Gospel submits that “Word becomes” 
speaks to a capacity for evolution that feels negligent to ignore. 

The God that we imagine as resolute and immutable may be more comfortable than scripturally supported 
if we read the text as a whole. A Christ that is in the process of becoming is one that changes not just 
physical position but nearly all else. Christ as a chubby babbling baby that transforms into a grown man 
and dies is a God who cannot remain static. This is not the deity of certainty - it’s the God who can be 
convinced into a tipsy miracle, a God whose mind is changed by a Syrophoenecian mother, the God who 
almost throws in the towel in Gethsemane, and the God who we can change by a touch to Their garment 
alone. Instead of us finding comfort in a God that is constant, what if we can be even more awestruck by a 
God that responds. 
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Structural - There usually comes a point in the life of any oppressed Christian when you begin to question 
your faith. This deconstruction process has captured attention and swelled into it’s own industry. With 
that, traditionalists’ anxiety has been stoked like slaveholders ripping Exodus from a KJV Bible. Both the 
slaveholder and their conservative evangelical religious offspring feel compelled to control belief as a means 
of controlling behavior. Their communities are validated primarily by their claims of superiority over everyone 
else. We return to Adele Reinhartz as she explains in the Jewish Annotated New Testament that,

“If the intended audience, and therefore the Johannine community, included Jews, Gentiles, and 
Samaritans, then it could be plausibly argued that they needed to create their own identity that 
overcame the social, historical and theological boundaries existing between their groups of origin. An 
important part of doing this work would have been to create an identity quite distinct from those 
other groups, especially from Jews and Judaism, from which this new group has appropriated much of its 
symbolism, scripture, and theology. ”

One major difference between Black folk religion and Progressive deconstruction is that Black folk religion 
was forced to assimilate to resemble the power group while contemporary exvangelicals seek distinction 
from the power group. Johannine community leaders felt compelled to establish a distinct identity from their 
traditionalist Jewish counterparts from whom they emerged. Unfortunately, one of their primary tactics for 
doing so were tacit and explicit claims of superiority. This strategy’s rationale is that ideological progress has 
refined the emerging ideas from their original state, leading to a better product, society, or institution. We 
delude ourselves into making an enemy of our own flawed heritage when, in some cases, sliced bread and 
whole loaves need not become arch nemeses. Religious trauma therapist, Pamela Merritt Smith co-leads a 
digital faith community that intentionally supports deconstructing Black Christians in their transitions. She 
playfully observes, 

“But all of a sudden people start deconstructing, they wanna throw Easter away, they wanna throw 
suits away, they wanna throw everything associated with that thing away. And it’s the binary thinking is 
the thing that needs to be thrown away. That way, you can parse through what’s healthy and what’s not 
healthy, but most of the time we bring the same attitude we had when we thought we were better than 
over there at Frist Baptist Whatever. We just bring it right over here to the deconstruction space…”

Black folk religion and progressive “deconstructing” Christians do similar good - Both counter the ills of 
conservative Christianity. But as deconstructing exvangelicals decry the dogmatic bigotry of their former 
religiosity, politics, and institutions, there is a seduction to consider oneself and the new evolution superior. 
Are we wrong to think of ourselves as “new and improved?” Are those of us choosing the Way of love 
and liberation not the most evolved amongst our species? Well this presumes that healing, sanctification, 
evolution, and social progress are all linear. What Pamela begins to highlight is the binary of the linear - 
Forward or backward. Better or worse. Evolve or devolve. Grace or Law - oop!

But we know it’s more complicated than that. It’s believed that Black folks and other POC evolved sickle cell 
trait as a response to malaria in our environment. This also meant the unholy advent of sickle cell disease 
which, arguably due to medical neglect, can lead to excruciating pain and a host of associated complications 
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in various organ systems. What was gained in malaria resistance is felt in other losses. This is one of nature’s 
examples that progress isn’t to be measured on a graph. Still, power disparities are real and remain ours to 
reckon with. Sometimes we absolutely need to confront power with power. Bayo Akomolafe courageously 
offers a wilderness voice to this reckoning as he challenges our conventional understandings of activism with 
his introduction of “postactivism.” In ten’s description of his offering, they summarize, 

“Akómoláfé suggests that rather than seeking to dominate or overpower the problems we face, we 
should learn to listen deeply to diverse voices and embrace complexity, uncertainty, and multiple 
perspectives. Postactivism welcomes humility, curiosity, and collaboration; it acknowledges that we live 
in a multidimensional world with a plurality of perspectives, and owns that we are embedded in the 
imperfect world we hope to heal.”

You can check out the full conversation on ten’s website, but I believe that this is where the Johanine 
community was trying to arrive in the words of our selected text.

Interpersonal - Punching up and against abusive power is necessary and important. Punching down 
against those weaker is cruel. Ironically, up and down are also a binary trap that can get difficult to determine 
in real life. Knowing this, abusers of power have exploited this complexity to their advantage. DARVO is an 
abuse tactic that attempts to make the victim seem more powerful than they are. It stands for deny, attack, 
reverse victim and offender. Abusers follow this pattern as a way of obscuring the disproportionate power 
they wield in what should be an equal relationship. Deny accusations. Attack the accuser. Make THEM the 
offender. Play the victim. Because if others question who is more powerful, the court of public opinion’s jury 
will be in deliberation for as long as their attention spans last. 

There is also a systemic equivalent that has been shot into public attention by recent events. Deny, delay, 
defend is unofficial shorthand for the insurance industry’s bulletproof commitment to invalidating the 
embodied experience of those of us who become casualties of its greed. Under this ideology, patients and 
medical professionals are portrayed as irresponsible, so insurance companies must act paternalistically as 
their checks and balances. Problem is, insurance companies have way more power than doctors and patients, 
so this is a punch-down strategy.

Early Christians would have usually been punching up or sideways when critiquing Jewish institutions’ 
fidelity to state interests and constructing an alternative theology as we see in our passage. When we rely 
on superiority to distinguish ourselves from another group, things could start out fine. But as the new 
group gain’s power, a wicked combination of trauma, ego, and old-fashioned ignorance can encourage a 
victim complex in which they genuinely believe themselves incapable of the harming others. The evangelical 
persecution complex is one pertinent example. But the Pew Research Center lets us know that although 
more than a quarter of US adults are religiously unaffiliated, Congress was 88% Christian and only .2% 
unaffiliated - one single member. Christian power is on unabashed display as religious justifications for 
perilous policy remain commonplace. 

When a white Karen perniciously declares “I’m calling the police!” she is confident that the police will serve 
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and protect her interests based on her testimony as a fake victim. This behavior operates on a spectrum as 
most things do. Pastors do this when they cast themselves as the victims of congregations who challenge 
their toxic leadership. 

Consider the instances where someone’s conduct made you uncomfortable and you wanted to address it. 
Did you attempt to set a boundary or did you attempt to exert control? While the two may not always be 
binaried, boundaries center more around how you need to move to get what you need. Control seeks to 
influence the behavior of another person and, left unchecked, will infringe on their agency. A choir director 
who requires members to sing in small groups to check parts before a performance has employed a 
reasonable boundary - access to the performance is revoked only if an agreed-upon standard is not met. A 
Pastor who teaches that those who don’t do a bunch of free labor for the church are out of the will of God 
- that’s controlling because the only way to “fix” the “problem” is to do free labor. 

With help, we can explore the complex terrain of our boundaries and insecurities to discover whether we 
are seeking power-over or the neutralization of a legitimate threat. Leaning into control more often than not 
can be an indication that we are more threat than victim even as the two aren’t always mutually exclusive. 
Predator animals are equipped to manipulate the flesh of their prey. Prey animals are equipped to defend or 
run away. We, too, can take inventory of the tools we use with others to consider whether we are seeking 
genuine safety or control. 
. 

Words for inspiration: 

Check out this resource to explore how you enact boundaries.

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

New state ombudsman to investigate Red Onion State Prison conditions

Alabama profits off prisoners who work at McDonald’s but deems them too dangerous for parole

HTS says Syria will not interfere ‘negatively’ in Lebanon

What Trump’s Victory Means for the Private Prison Industry

This Advent, don’t run away from darkness—spiritual or literal

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

https://www.simplypsychology.org/boundaries-vs-control.html
https://www.vpm.org/news/2024-12-19/red-onion-andrea-sapone-vadoc-osig-prison-reform-abuse-allegations
https://apnews.com/article/prison-to-plate-inmate-labor-investigation-alabama-3b2c7e414c681ba545dc1d0ad30bfaf5?taid=6765b925e85525000154aead&utm_campaign=TrueAnthem&utm_medium=AP&utm_source=Twitter
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/hts-syria-not-interfere-negatively-lebanon?utm_source=twitter&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=Social_Traffic&utm_content=ap_xsvvtkwrq7
https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/analysis-opinion/what-trumps-victory-means-private-prison-industry
https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2024/12/19/darkness-advent-light-sky-249535
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Commentaries Author
 

Casey Overton (she/they) is a radical communications strategist and 
spiritual 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 communica-
tions 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!
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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, baby, 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. 
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