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Isaiah 43:1-7
Psalm 29
Acts 8:14-17
Luke 3:15-17, 21-22

What links the texts this week?
 
God resides in the water and all areas of our natural world - including us. The water is an incarnation, 
a medium, a manifestation, theophany, and theologian. We cannot be a body of believers without 
encountering God in the water, hovering with her over the deep. Our texts call us to look out over 
bodies of water and remember who/whose we are. Why were we forced into the water? Why were 
we deprived of water? Why did we have to struggle for access to our waters? As water sustains life, we 
embrace water ritual to ground us in the One who bonds hydrogen to oxygen. Even if our only water 
is our tears, Spirit meets us there.

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

Call to worship 

Community of faith, let us gather our courage
In God’s company, we can do hard things
Brave things
Beautiful things
Risky and transformative things

God is with those journey toward freedom
For the sake of collective life
For the sake of disrupting evil
For the sake of the human soul

God calls us and God accompanies us
Let us worship and be encouraged

Opening Prayer

Spirit of Solidarity, at times we tremble before the trouble that surrounds us. The powerful steal life 
with so little remorse. We cry, we pray, we worry. When fear ensnares us, come by our side. Shore 
us up in your strength and your care. That we may not hand over our power to evil, but press on in 
love. Amen. 

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


Invitation to Offering

Courage is cultivated in community. Let us build each other up! Let us support one another in making good 
on our promises: To God. To ourselves. To every neighbor in struggle. For God has promised us, when we go 
in love, we do not go alone. In gratitude, let us bring our offerings together. 

Prayer of Dedication

Delivering One, we long to rise to our full potential, our sacred purpose, our collective possibility. Every 
day, domination systems aim to wear us down. They limit our dreaming. They usher us into the false safety 
of despair. We are here, seeking another route. Bless these offerings to our earnest pursuit of a holier way. 
Amen. 

Benediction

Not all paths are faithful.
Not all paths are paved by love and justice.
Not all paths will satisfy.
But the Holy One does not leave us without guidance.
God whispers to us,
individually and collectively - 
calls us by name to come and risk the journey
of the way of righteousness. 
Let us go together. God goes with us. 

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 How does god arrive in suffering? Where can your community look for Creator when all their 
experience offers is tragedy and destruction?

•	 How can prophetic voice be translated to a steady contribution to movement ecosystems? Who are 
the righteously defiant folks in your faith community who may be ready to organize for justice?

•	 Do you feel freedom to be fully yourself in the presence oft he Divine? How can you curate corporate 
worship practice that allows others this freedom?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Grey Oletsa (they/she).
 
Cosmic - In her book, Rest Is Resistance, The Nap Bishop Tricia Hersey draws important attention to the 
ways in which oppressed communities are stripped of the necessary space to rest. She says, 

“It is risk-taking to do the opposite of what the dominant culture wants. Our work is to slowly and 
deeply cultivate an expansive inner knowing that trusts our intuition and views rest as a physical and 
psychological disruption. We can bend time when we rest and I’m grateful for slowness and the embodied 
work of refusal. The way taking your time and disrupting the dominant culture’s need to rush is liberation. 
To just be, to just deepen into what already is and can never be taken from us is the praxis.” 

Within the context of exile which the book of Isaiah is set, we can recognize the destructive effect this has on 
the grasp of God’s character. 

The genocide of Palestinians continues to break my heart and bolster my faith all at once. Through many 
sorrowful moments, I have wondered how on Earth God is supposed to be present in these circumstances. 
Such bitterness and pain has grown within me that I am put to shame when I witness the faith of the 
Palestinian people, especially Palestinian women. Their commitment to continually wearing clothing that 
expresses devotion, even through horrific circumstances, shows me a people who have not lost their 
connection to that which infuses their experience with hope and the strength to continue struggling towards 
liberation.

Could it be that, in exile, the writer of this portion of Isaiah witnessed such normalized bartering with the 
lives of people that his imagination was taken captive as well? Paired with the incessant recall to the presence 
of God and Her nearness, I imagine that this author was struggling through the reality of exhaustion to 
reconcile with God. It cannot be understated that even the doctrine of redemption as it is portrayed here is 
rooted in thinking submerged in a reality where people can be bought and sold and where the life of one is an 
appropriate payment for the life of another.

When we participate in frames of logic where our humanity is not acknowledged, it impacts the way we grasp 
the nature of God and Her character. When we forget who we are, due to a lack of restorative rest and return 
to ourselves, we will come to forget who God is. This tumbles into a vicious cycle where separation from God 
amplifies our own separation from ourselves and one another. Notice how Isaiah pairs the ability to remember 
oneself in peace and protection together with God restoring Her relationship with Her people. 

Our relationship with God is a fragile experience, especially in a world that is dead set on ensuring we never 
develop a capacity to deeply root into the reality of God. Spiritually bypassing our experiences can lead us 
to incorporate views into our beliefs that ultimately work to further destabilize our relationship with God. 
God isn’t interested in spectacle or using emotional manipulation to convince us of who She is. Like a parent 
cognizant of the many phases their child will go through on the journey towards maturity, She abides with us, 
even when we connect Her nature with spaces She is not invested in participating.
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Ultimately, our lived experiences are our deep insight into God. When we acknowledge our suffering and 
the suffering of others, we can be gathered together in the understanding of who She is, even through the 
contradictions of what we expect and what we experience. Not in dogmatic exercises of dehumanizing 
ourselves and others, but through the integration of our experiences, we bring attention to the nature of 
God which cannot be shaken from us.

Structural - Through the prison industrial complex and the overarching capitalist system, people 
experience deeply dehumanizing violence. Throughout the attempt to understand oneself without a 
foundational tether to capital value or carceral logic, it becomes difficult to grasp concepts such as 
redemption or even liberation without attaching them to these same shackles. It is increasingly important 
to reframe systemic approaches to this vital work as the great risk of transforming ourselves into 
oppressors of a different kind. 

Unfortunately, it can often be the communities where we seek out freedom and healing where we endure 
a different, yet familiar experience of coercive control. When the image of god conjured in Isaiah speaks of 
trading the lives of the oppressed for the lives of those who oppress them, the situation described would 
play out to a natural end: oppression reimagined. Movements born out of reactivity to experiences tend to 
fizzle out, leaving more harm in their wake than existed within these spaces before. Maturity is required in 
crafting transformative systems for justice, healing and liberation.

I am reminded of the Montgomery Bus Boycott. When I first heard about Rosa Parks, I received the 
dominant narrative in which she was tired and she decided to sit where she wanted in a bus, to the 
utter shock of the white passengers. While this is powerful in and of itself, as a movement, it would 
have concluded shortly after Ms. Parks got to her stop. The revolutionary power of the Montgomery 
Bus Boycott was the maturity of the organizing therein. People had been refusing to give up their seats 
in Montgomery before Ms. Parks ever did. But the power of the movement was not in scattered 1:1 
interactions of defiance; it was within the intentionally channeled efforts towards systemic change.

It isn’t surprising that many of these powerful shifts towards liberation are framed as spontaneous moments 
that magically erupt into full-blown movement. Domination culture would have everyone inflate themselves 
into a figure that can shift entire policy with one action; this makes it easier to instill despair into the hearts 
of people who are too afraid to try, and hopelessness into the hearts of those who do. These people are 
left unformed in their movement towards liberation. 

Maturity is a quality that is sorely lacking within the leadership and organizational structures of our current 
society. It is unusual, still, to see organizations where the needs of people from marginalized communities 
are centered. Though the language surrounding relevant issues has shifted somewhat, the behavior and 
subsequent culture within institutions belies their commitment to upholding white supremacist values. The 
way language is used presents a duplicitous state where one thing is broadcasted for the world to see as 
the material reality continues along its destructive course.
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The desire for quick fix solutions like the ones named here are rooted in a choice not to look at the long-
term effects of decisions. It is telling that the viral AI-generated image of Black women watching skyscrapers 
burn, following the 2024 United States presidential election, was conjured to express exhaustion, yet it does 
nothing to inspire much-needed material solidarity with people who have literally watch their world burn 
around them in 2024, similar to the All Eyes On Rafah image. There is a depth required within the collective 
working towards liberation, or desiring its manifestation on some level, that is desperately longing to be 
delved into as soon as we can. 

When we turn our attention from the reactive solutions we ideate, we have the chance to pivot in the 
direction of vast glorious futures. In this space, we also allow ourselves the space to address urgent problems 
or painful experiences. When God speaks on gathering Their offspring, I recognize within it such a powerful 
invitation to gather within contexts informed by generative, liberatory movement.  

Interpersonal - As a new year begins, anxieties and excitement rise in tandem. Within oppressive 
political landscapes the world over, moments for stillness become far and few between. Even outside of such 
heaviness, the idea of resting at the start of a year can seem misplaced. As we reach into our capacity for 
hope and struggle, many different sources arrive to inform the perspectives with which we enter into this 
holy work. Yet, through abiding in the presence of God and the abundance of rest therein, we find a refuge 
through all the conflict and obstacles that appear as we do our best to navigate a complex world. The beauty 
of this passage is the continual reference to the constant presence of God. 

Multiple times in the New Testament, Jesus calls for attention to what is present as an access to the Divine. 
Through violent practices such as sleep deprivation and inhumane working conditions, people are increasingly 
denied access to the full measure of strength necessary to survive, let alone imagine a new way of being and 
new worlds. Among these obstructions, we are prevented from abiding in the nourishing presence of God. 

Isaiah demonstrates the ways God’s presence functions as a spring of life for Her beloved. God’s generosity 
with Her nature extends through our own expression of divinity. The search for identity, self-worth and 
value outside of oppressive structures can drive people to various extremes in a sort of reactive polarization 
to the suffering they have experienced as is demonstrated in verses 3 and 4. While the adversity of the 
oppressed is centered in this passage, the invitation towards fearlessness is necessary in the journey towards 
a life rooted in love. A faith-inspired surrender to the difficult, new spaces is the path to a life planted in the 
reality that nothing can separate us from God. A life growing in the direction of freedom to be who we are is 
possible without transforming ourselves into new faces in the same corrupt structures. 

God’s very presence is a gift in and of itself. Recently, I took a trip out of town with my partner. And not 
without anxiety, I had a depressive week and major breakdowns in the days leading up to the trip. Having 
lived in Nairobi, the capital city of Kenya, since my teens following a traumatic escape from my hometown 
during the Kenyan 07-08 post election violence, this city holds a multitude of memories, filled with awkward 
adjustment and difficult integration. On our trip, taking easy lungfulls of the mountain air, meeting new people 
and practicing the broken indigenous tongue that I’m learning to speak whole again, I felt myself relax into the 
sweetness of a place where I wouldn’t bump into anyone who witnessed my faith deconstruction, who would 
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label me a traitor to the church, or anyone who transformed my teenagehood into a veritable obstacle 
course. Settling into this ease, more of my personality began to shine through and it became easier to talk 
to strangers. I remembered who I am. And I brought them back to the city with me.

Moving into the presence of God can be a complete mindset shift. After seasons of learning to find Her 
in limiting environments, it can be difficult to embrace the expansiveness of presence, of passing through 
water and fire and finding God right beside us there. Engulfing our fears in the reminder that with God, we 
are precious, honored and loved, we can recognize that our very breath is a testament to the same. Within 
our hopes for a better way of living together, and our struggle against systems that deny our humanity, we 
hear God’s echoing refrain of Her desire for our lives.

 

Words for inspiration:

“When I look back now, I think Rosa Parks was the right person to represent that movement at that time. 
She was a good and strong person, accepted by more people than were ready to accept me. But I made a 
personal statement, too, one that she didn’t make and probably couldn’t have made. Mine was the first cry 
for justice, and a loud one. I made it so that our own adult leaders couldn’t just be nice anymore...”

- Claudette Colvin

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

A Short Play on the History of the United States Rejecting Puerto Rico Statehood

He Frantically Called 911 to Revive His Infant Son. Now He Could Face 12 Years in Prison.

Why experts call this COVID-19 wave a ‘silent’ threat

Natural disasters cost IN farmers millions in crop, cattle damage

Virginia panel begins to grapple with racial history of state colleges, universities

[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought 
partners]
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https://www.currentaffairs.org/news/a-short-play-on-the-history-of-the-united-states-rejecting-puerto-rico-statehood
https://www.propublica.org/article/shaken-baby-syndrome-abusive-head-trauma-controversy
https://www.fastcompany.com/91253306/why-experts-call-this-covid-19-wave-a-silent-threat?partner=rss&utm_source=twitter&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=rss+fastcompany&utm_content=rss
https://www.publicnewsservice.org/2024-12-30/rural-farming/natural-disasters-cost-in-farmers-millions-in-crop-cattle-damage/a94329-1
https://vcij.org/stories/virginia-panel-begins-to-grapple-with-racial-history-of-state-colleges-universities
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Commentaries Author 

Liturgy Author 

“Hailing from Nairobi, Kenya, Gracia Oletsa is a living work of art, or 
perhaps, at work in living art. Embracing the principles of creativity as 
work-in-progress and innovation as failing forward, Grey (they/she) uses 
writing as a primary form of connection and world-building. Writing is a 
North Star guiding them into community organizing and artist peer 
support. Through their work as a labor support specialist, they facilitate 
spaces where birth can be a site of liberative collaboration between body, 
mind, spirit, and environment. Grey is part mysterious cryptid, so feel free 
to catch them outside if you dare; she loves laughter, food you can eat 
with your fingers, and purchasing art supplies that will taunt her until 
they’re put to good use.

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”. 

Copyright 

A subscription to Liturgy that Matters grants permission for one person or one faith community to use these materi-

als 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 capacities.  

Please ensure attribution to “enfleshed” is included somewhere on your worship materials, screen, or verbally 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. 




