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Isaiah 11:1-10
Psalm 72:1-7, 18-19
Romans 15:4-13
Matthew 3:1-12

What links the texts this week? 

If judgment is based on how the poor are treated, can the United States be saved? Have all western 
empires made enemies of God or, more Biblically, have the wealthy states made the children of God 
their enemy? The Divine comes with judgment only because of the magnitude of her love. To seek heal-
ing is to discern where healing is necessary. We can dispose of harmful behavior and abusive tenden-
cies without disposing people. By assigning faces to wickedness, the mission is compromised. Equally as 
important is our welcome of the righteous, and that possibility exists in all who are capable of doing 
harm. Righteousness can only prevail if we allow the Holy Spirit to transform all that we thought was 
immutable. Without subjecting one another to harm, may we welcome loving accountability that pre-
pares us for the kin-dom of God.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

The season of Advent beckons and calls us: 

Seekers of Christ, come and search for your God!
We look near and far in every direction.
We take fresh notice of strangers and the most familiar of kin.
We listen in the quiet and the chaos.
We open to the scandalous and surprising.
God will bear the flesh of the earth!

Let us prepare our hearts. God comes to dwell among us.

Opening Prayer

Emmanuel, we ache for your presence among us. We long for clarity - how do we get from where we are 
to a world of peace and justice? The barriers are both global and deeply personal. In our own hearts, we 
are torn between the familiar and the unknown. We crave stability and also transformation. Give us strength 
and courage to enter the vulnerability of the unknown and reach toward a future more loving and free. 
Amen. 

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

In fear we cling. In love, we open. In courage, we release. In community, we find our lives are inseparable. 
Shared joy. Shared sorrow. In gratitude for this web of life, let us bring our offerings together with faith. 

Prayer of Dedication

God of the Prophets Ancient and Emerging, sometimes your truth lands hard and harsh. We can shut down, 
silence, or shame the very voices guiding us to you. It is difficult to accept evil’s presence as ordinary and 
familiar. And yet, your grace enables us to rise and join with our neighbors in the courage of love. Facing 
honestly what steals life within and around us. In our gratitude for your freeing companionship, receive 
these gifts. Amen.

Benediction

Seekers of Christ, be encouraged!
There is bread for the journey
There is company along the way
There is so much hope still to reach for -
within and between us
When we dare to open ourselves to God’s presence
God meets us back, faithful and true
May it be so

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 How can we counter those who read hellfire into this text unnecessarily? How can we best move our 
denominations away from violent readings of Jesus’ words?

•	 How might your faith community fall into the false “good” and “bad” people binary? What happens 
when we infuse this frame with a power analysis?

•	 Which roles between welcome and critique are most and least respected in your spiritual community? 
How can you contribute to a sense of balance where one role may be more prominent?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries and the liturgical benediction are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her). 
 
Cosmic - Nothing like some unquenchable fire to ruin any cozy Advent vibes.

For those of us who have suffered church trauma—queer and trans folk, femmes, people with disabilities, peo-
ple who have undergone or are descended from people who have undergone Christian-abetted colonization 
(which is most people alive today, if you go back far enough)—these images that have been used to suggest 
hellfire can be very triggering. Many of us have been taught that, unless we change to fit someone else’s image, 
we will be among the chaff that is separated out and set ablaze.

Special care may be needed to tease out what this passage actually says, separate and aside from how it has 
been used to shame and manipulate people.

John is not talking about two different kinds of wheat here—the good wheat and the bad that must be separat-
ed out. This is not Santa’s list of the naughty and nice. Instead, every single grain of wheat—wholesome, good, 
nutritious, and a huge part of the ancient Mediterranean diet!—is comprised of both the wheat kernel and its 
protective chaff. 

The message may be that every person has both gifts that are needed for the coming kinship of love and 
coping mechanisms that—while they helped us survive to this point—are not actually palatable for the time to 
come. Advent—this period of preparation for the new era—could be understood as a time for releasing those 
protective mechanisms that no longer serve us. 

Vitally, no one gets to decide for anyone else what is their wheat and what is their chaff. Any attempt to do 
that for someone else is bound to mimic the colonization process; people native to Turtle Island were forced 
to remake themselves in the image of their conquerors or face destruction. Throughout the late 19th and early 
20th centuries, Native American children were taken from their families and transported to boarding schools 
where they were forced to assimilate into settler European culture. Richard H. Pratt, founder of the first Indian 
boarding school at Carlisle, Pennsylvania, described his project as an effort to “kill the Indian in him [sic] and 
save the man [sic].” You can read a whole paternalistic speech he gave about it here. Nearly 200 graves have 
been found at his Carlisle Indian Industrial School. We might ask to what degree this paternalism has shaped 
our so-called “correctional institutions”; from what and toward what are people being “corrected”? The cultur-
al imperialism that gave birth to the boarding schools also continues to inform, in deeply troubling ways, how 
schools operate today. Dr. Eve Ewing lays out much of this history in her recent book, Original Sins: The (Mis)
Education of Black and Native Children and the Construction of American Racism. We have to be careful any time we 
think we know how someone else needs to change.

That is not to say that we don’t need feedback from others about which of our behaviors, habits, and tenden-
cies are experienced as rough, chafing, and hurtful. This is part of what community accountability looks like. 

The threshing process involves friction of one grain against another, yes, but it also requires the wind (some 
might say the Holy Spirit) to blow the lighter chaff aside. No single grain or self-organized group of grains gets 
to “do” the threshing of the others. Accountability cannot be forced but happens through an alchemy of loving 

https://carlisleindian.dickinson.edu/sites/default/files/docs-resources/CIS-Resources_1892-PrattSpeech.pdf
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community and Spirit.

How does your community handle feedback and accountability? What skills and capacities do your folks 
need to develop in order to give good feedback and to receive it well from others? Are there ways your 
community can help them develop those capacities?

Structural - I point out above that, despite a history of poor interpretation, this passage is not about sep-
arating good people (wheat) from bad (chaff) and discarding or destroying those who are not in the good 
group. Rhetoric suggesting that it is not only possible but pleasing to God to separate out the “good peo-
ple” from the “bad people” has underwritten a whole slew of ineffective interventions and harmful policies.

The focus on “a few bad apples” within police departments has kept reform oriented toward weeding out 
“bad” officers, or improving screening or training of officers, and distracted from the way the whole polic-
ing system descends from the Fugitive Slave Patrol, the Rangers (controlling Indigenous populations for the 
protection of settlers), and the Coal and Iron Police created to prevent and break up labor strikes. Similarly, 
the assassination of Brian Thompson, the CEO of UnitedHealthcare does not account for the fact that the 
corporation would simply appoint another CEO to continue its systemic violence.

One of the most obvious examples of how the localizing of evil to particular groups is the so-called Global 
War on Terror announced in the wake of the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. 
This war relies upon the notion that the impulse to do harm is isolated within certain identifiable people 
(or nations—remember the Axis of Evil?).The idea that you can declare war (itself a tactic of terror) on 
something as nebulous and commonplace as the impulse to do harm would be fascinating if it weren’t so 
calculated. 

In a recent episode of The Fascism Barometer, Ejeris Dixon interviewed Darakshan Raja, co-director and 
founder of the Justice for Muslims collective, about the ways the War on Terror laid the groundwork for the 
authoritarian takeover of the US now fully coming to fruition. Since September 20, 2001, when George W. 
Bush announced the War on Terror, it has been used to justify the bombing of seven majority-Muslim na-
tions, the creation of black sites within the US and the redevelopment of Guantánamo as a prison to house 
Muslims indefinitely without charge or evidence, the disappearance of nearly 1,000 Muslims within the US, 
and the creation of the Department of Homeland Security, which spawned mass surveillance programs and 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) as we know it today. The declaring of a War on Terror also 
led to court decisions legally enshrining state impunity regarding any policies deemed necessary for national 
security. We see the fruit of those decisions now in the seeming inability of the courts to check the Trump 
administration’s power.

“Terrorism” is not localizable to any one individual or group of people. The frame of “terror” was originally 
used to talk about state terror—police violence, surveillance of justice movements, assassinations, war and 
the threat of war. Now the frame has been appropriated by the state and is used to discredit resistance 
movements. In 2017, in the wake of large-scale Black Lives Matter protests, the FBI created a new category 
of “black identity extremists” and declared Black resistance a domestic terrorist threat. In September 2025, 
the Trump administration designated “antifa”—an abbreviation of “antifascist” that refers not to an orga-
nized group but to all people who oppose fascist policies—a domestic terrorist organization, potentially 
justifying the disappearing of anyone who opposes the administration’s policies. If he were alive today, John 
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the Baptist might well be designated a terrorist.

The “terrorism” frame as it is currently deployed operates as if there are no power differentials. It labels 
resistance to state violence as terrorism while granting impunity to the state carrying out that violence. And 
it is rooted in the idea that the impulse toward violence is located in some people and not others.

What would happen if, in our churches, congregants were invited to notice the impulses toward violence 
inside themselves? How might that break down the good person/bad person binary, challenge systems of 
supremacy, and shift us away from the targeting of entire groups of people and toward some form of actual 
accountability for harm?

Interpersonal - John is no master of civil discourse or appreciative inquiry or nonviolent communication. 
No doubt he ruffled some feathers with his “woe to you” talk, that “brood of vipers” epithet, even if he may 
have spoken the truth about these leaders’ tendencies. 

We don’t actually know for sure what these individuals have done to so infuriate the prophet. When preach-
ing on passages that mention Pharisees in an oppositional way, it’s important not to reinforce antisemitic 
interpretations. Pharisees were a sect of Jews who emphasized obedience to Torah and oral teachings as a 
way of preserving the integrity of the Jewish tradition under occupation, and their emphasis on ritual obser-
vance was foundational for much of the Judaism practiced today.  The problem was not that the Pharisees 
were pious Jews but (it seems) that many of them were middle class men in positions of religious leadership. 
Maybe they were using their privileges and access to protect their own interests under the guise of religiosi-
ty? If so, perhaps we know some Christian leaders like that.

Who are the people to whom you’d like to say “woe to you,” and why? It might be cathartic to invite your 
community to write a litany of woes to those who do harm, whether or not you decide to share those with 
the people you are addressing.

Do you think it is ever useful to call people out with strong language as John does? To warn people of the 
consequences of their actions for their souls? Can such warnings be acts of love? If so, what keeps you from 
speaking up in this way?

People who, like John, make strong critiques of others are often accused of being uncivil, too angry, shaming, 
and ineffective, especially if they are Black, Brown, femme, or otherwise marginalized. (You might list some 
powerful white men who are not similarly censured, starting with the occupant of the highest office in the 
land. Critique voiced by the already powerful is often viewed instead as boldness and clarity.) Of course, this 
double standard disincentivizes those who are not powerful white people from speaking up, and in this way, 
it perpetuates oppression. 

Most of us have also been taught—often covertly through subtle rewards and punishments—to take care of 
the feelings of powerful people and to avoid shaming them, which can lead to violent retribution. Where did 
John find the courage to name the hypocrisy he perceived?

And was it the right decision? What if these Pharisees—perhaps like their later counterpart Nicodemus—
were genuinely seeking to repent and start over? What if they are like newly politicized people in the US 
coming to their first organizing meeting? What kind of welcome do they find in John’s movement? Is it 
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possible to meet folks where they are and then invite them deeper in through actively involving them in the 
work of the movement in ways that also provide political education?

John acknowledges that he and Jesus offer different types of baptism. Maybe they have different roles in the 
movement—the one providing unsentimental, uncompromising structural critique, the other offering wel-
come and table fellowship while also asking honest, pointed questions that provoke newcomers to self-re-
flection. You might invite your folks to reflect on their own roles without judging one as more useful than 
the other: Are they more skilled at critique or at welcome? How have they come by those skills? Which 
skills have they developed to survive abuse (systemic or interpersonal) and manipulation, and would it be 
healing for them to cultivate some of the other skills as a counterbalance?

Words for inspiration:

“Look at the newborn baby. It struggles to breathe after living in the womb. And yet, growth 
comes as a result of struggle. Even when we talk about jihad. We need to attach conscious-
ness to struggle. This struggle has to be both individual and collective.”

Imam Jamil Al-Amin
May God accept him into paradise
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Texas Gov. Greg Abbott Embraces Trump’s Push to Expand Presidential Power

Australian senator causes outrage after wearing burqa to parliament in bid to call for ban

How Corporate Partnerships Powered University Surveillance of Palestine Protests

Sudan’s top general criticizes US ceasefire proposal

 Israeli strikes kill at least four in Gaza, further breaching the ceasefire

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

Commentaries Author 

Nichola Torbett is a spiritual seeker, recovering addict, gospel preacher, 
podcaster, writer, resistance fomenter, dog-walker, nonviolent direct action 
trainer, and abolitionist. Driven by her passion for both spiritual formation 
and social change, she co-founded Seminary of the Street, a training 
academy for love warriors, in 2009 and Second Acts, a liturgical direct 
action affinity group, in 2014. She is co-editor of RESPISCENCE: A 
LENTEN DEVOTIONAL FOR DISMANTLING WHITE SUPREMACY and 
a contributor to THE WORD IS RESISTANCE, a podcast from SURJ-Faith, 
as well as to a number of radical discipleship publications. She currently 
serves as associate director of Kirkridge Retreat and Study Center, a 
wilderness school for unlearning the ways of empire and a test plot for 
growing the just and decolonized world we dream of.

Liturgy Author 
 

M Kaiser (they/them) is co-director of enfleshed. They are passionate 
about the ways spirituality and theology can both support and hinder the 
labors of individual and collective freedom. 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.
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