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Isaiah 35:1-10
Psalm 146:5-10
Luke 1:46b-55
James 5:7-10
Matthew 11:2-11

What links the texts this week? 

There can be rejoicing even in the wilderness. The seemingly desolate place can also be a place of 
freedom. The way is not easy - we know struggle all too well. We have found that liberation only 
comes as quickly as we can build interdependent community. This is more of a marathon than a sprint. 
Somehow, we grow faith in God and one another. Somehow, we find sustenance in an inhospitable 
society. Somehow, we will traverse the wilderness and name God for ourselves. We will remember that 
we are made in Her image. 
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to Worship

Blessed are those who carry the promise of Christ
Blessed are those through whom miracles are born

Holy are the messengers that point us toward God
Holy are the prophets who call us to account

Will we welcome God or turn Them away?
Let us make the way hospitable!

Let all those who long for salvation gather in preparation
May God come and dwell among us!

Opening Prayer

Awaited One, in our anticipation of your presence, we remember that you call us into co-creation with 
you. Humanity and Divinity, entangle. Mary reminds us that incarnation is an act of collaboration! Make us 
confident in our contributions. Make us humble in our expectations. Make us clear in our convictions. That 
we may join you in the loving labor of birthing hope anew. Amen.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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Invitation to Offering
 
The story of Advent is a story of people power: under state violence and amidst evil’s plans. The faithful 
gather in search of hope, co-creating joy, sharing in risk for the sake of lasting peace. Seeking Christ, 
enfleshed on earth. May it be so among us as we bring our offerings.

Prayer of Dedication 

God of the Vulnerable, God of the Survivors, God of Those Yearning for Ease - your care and sustenance 
draw close to all facing threats from thrones on high. Make us brave co-collaboraters with you and our 
neighbors seeking to make shelter in the midst, make sanctuary for people and dreams, make trouble where 
evil moves too easily. With these resources and all the offerings of our heart, mind, and body we pray - 
amen. 

Benediction

God creates us in Their image!
In the image of power-with
In the image of creative and imaginative
In the image of love itself
Let us rise in the power granted us by God
Not helpless. Not hopeless.
Active collaborators in the long arch of life
Humanity and Divinity - entangled together
Let us go and live our faith

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 How does your spiritual community acknowlege the close relationship between Jesus and John the Bap-
tist? How can we more consistently politicize the roles of the forerunner and the Messiah?

•	 What is your faith community’s attidue towards technological advancements like artificial intelligence? 
How can we ensure that our innovation honors the relationships we seek to cultivate with our kin?

•	 How did faith bring you through your wilderness experiences? How does your handling of “wilderness” 
in your life shift when the experience is individual versus communal?
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Application

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

Cosmic - …John heard in prison what the Messiah was doing…

In a feat of substantial cross-wall organizing between John’s and Jesus’ disciples, John the Baptist hears of Jesus’ 
action from inside. Jesus has assembled and commissioned disciples with people-centered aims across several 
cities. But to figure out exactly what it means for John to be the forerunner for Jesus, let’s back up a little bit 
more to right after John is arrested.

Now when Jesus heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew to Galilee. He left Nazareth and made 
his home in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of Zebulun and Naphtali, so that what had been spoken 
through the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled… (Mt. 4:12)

Although many of us think of the Wedding at Cana as the start of Jesus’ ministry, the Matthean account 
suggests it is John’s arrest that initiates Jesus’ public ministry. They share a ministerial relationship that compels 
them to keep in touch regardless of their position. As Jesus activates in Matthew chapter 4, he connects his 
own role with that spoken by the prophet Isaiah. When Jesus confirms his role as Messiah to an inquiring John 
the Baptist in this chapter 11, he quotes Malachi 3:1 about John the Baptist, where the prophet speaks of one 
who prepares the way for the Divine.

Handel’s Messiah draws on these and other prophetic passages to memorialize Jesus’ self-identification in song. 
First, the Isaiah text whereby Jesus identifies himself in Matthew 4:12. 

For unto us a son is born
Unto us a son is given…
And the government shall be upon his shoulders…
And his name shall be call-ed
Wonderful! Counselor! 
The Mighty God, the Everlasting Father, the Prince of Peace!

Handel sets the Isaiah text to a flourish of opulent orchestral ornamentation in royal flair and baroque 
grandeur befitting a baby king. We read the person of Jesus into the Malachi text erroneously, but Matthew 
11 clarifyingly associates John the Baptist with the Malachi messenger who enables the coming of the divine 
through judgment. While Handel may not share this association, the theme resonates in the sound he offers to 
Malachi 3:3. If you don’t know the piece, this is kind of how it’s performed:

And he shall purify…
And he shall purifyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy 
Shall purifyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy… Shall purifyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy
The sons of Levi
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That they may offer unto the Lord an offering in righteousness, in righteousness.

Handel followed Malachi in really accentuating the way-preparer’s role as one of purification and 
refinement. Handel’s voicing of the Malachi text, still authoritative, is brooding and spins with its 
characteristic employment of melismas, rounds, and accents. He stretches out the word “purify” throughout 
to ensure that this single word receives the most airtime in the piece. This is not the airy fluttering like the 
melismas in Messiah’s “His Yoke is Easy” - this song, like its parent text to follow, warns or even threatens. 

For he is like a refiner’s fire and like washers’ soap; he will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver, and he will 
purify the descendants of Levi and refine them like gold and silver, until they present offerings to the Lord in 
righteousness…I will be swift ot bear witness against the sorcerers, against the adulterers, against those who 
swear falsely, against those who oppress the hired worker in their wages, the widow, and the orphan, against 
those who thrust aside the alien and do not fear me, says the Lord of hosts. (Malachi 3:2b-5)

The Malachi text is describing a prophet who arrives with an unmistakable vendetta against evil. It casts 
judgment with a pronounced power analysis. Last week, Nichola’s commentary on Matthew 3 invited us 
to disentangle our understanding of this purification from the hellfire preaching of evangelical circles. She 
reminds us that what the text may analogize as impurity is actually a natural and necessary occurrence:

“John is not talking about two different kinds of wheat here—the good wheat and the bad that must 
be separated 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.”

Jesus, as he does throughout the Gospels, employs prophetic scriptures to establish his rootedness within a 
prophetic tradition. This tradition is judgmental, but righteously so in how it accounts for power disparities. 
The author of Matthew also seems committed to establishing a line of succession between John and Jesus 
in the way that John checks up on Jesus. John’s addendum, “or are we to wait for another?” carries the 
weight of expectation and, I am arguing, accountability. John the Baptist is one in a line of purifiers who care 
more about whether the job is done well than who does the job. John was arrested for his criticisms of 
Herod’s unlawful marriage. He was holding power accountable. This is also purification.

Cousins or not, John the Baptist does not conceal his concern for the continuation of the cause. And 
perhaps, like many in scripture, his question can be read as a statement. Given the baptism theophany 
earlier and, in this passage, Jesus’ praise of John, we might also presume that John’s “check” was also 
affirmation as if to say, “We’ve waited long enough. Don’t let us down.” The good-faith nature of this 
exchange does not preclude the implicit accountability we find. Accountability is the hallmark of the 
forerunner, and this earns Jesus’ praise. This is how the way for a new age is prepared - a Messiah is not 
actually the sole proprietor of our freedom. The Messiah is only one prophetic player in the relay. 
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Structural - Once Jesus reports back to John, he turns to the people to venerate his predecessor. In 
this part of his address, we discover something neat - the folks Jesus is speaking to are many of the same 
people who journeyed to the wilderness to hear John the Baptist. With John in captivity, his subscribers also 
subscribed to Jesus for their dose of Good News, which Jesus brings right to their own neighborhoods. It 
seems important to Jesus that the people know he is not in tension with his predecessor, even if they may do 
things differently. 

“What did you go out into the wilderness to look at? A reed shaken by the wind?” It’s refreshing to find Jesus 
being goofy. The quip works because we know there’s nothing else out there. John was in the wilderness as 
a distancing from and rejection of life proximate to empire. Ironically, our postmodern empires are peering 
into the wilderness for new exploitation potential. The rise of artificial intelligence is driving an explosion of 
data center construction across rural landscapes in the US and around the world. While these ecologically 
destructive centers are found in cities too, more rural areas often lack the regulatory and public resistance to 
stall development plans. 

The influx in data centers is an exponential acceleration of imperial activity. These centers house and maintain 
hardware for the raw computing power needed to accomplish the highly complex functions of artificial 
intelligence. It’s becoming clearer that we as consumers have already voted our tech overlords into office 
with our dollars - like the ever-disappointing establishment leaders in America’s frienemy political parties, they 
have already usurped all the power they need to impose artificial intelligence on us, regardless of our consent. 
In most cases, they’ve already manufactured our consent as we gave in to the convenience (and emotional 
support???) of chat. AI is being so tightly embroidered into the fabric of our internet experiences that it 
may be too large a task to separate the two, barring some extenuating burst of the AI bubble, financial or 
otherwise. But we can’t just boycott the whole internet, can we?

Can we?

I’m just old enough to remember the internet as a place you go to run one or two small errands as 
opposed to the ubiquitous alter-realm of our perpetual existence and (mis)representation… I know y’all 
remember this, too - Just one computer in one room of the house or a set of computers in one room of 
the school. Computers used to be a destination before they became accessory and later an appendage to 
daily productivity. Now, we are completely dependent on them. Not everyone has been included in this 
“advancement”, though. 

The tech broligarchy has made an unwilling resistance of the unhoused, the ornery elderly, and all those 
living beyond the tendrils of reliable broadband access. These are the inhabitants of a postmodern wilderness. 
They are still holding cash or books made of the earth’s elements, meeting their needs through awkward 
and uncomfortable face to face interactions, and forging fulfillment despite the fugivity of being mostly 
offline. They are less likely to have degrees and careers that any of us would aspire to. Their expertise is not 
algorithmically dependent. They are not doomscrollers and shitposters. They are not archived in the cloud. 
They are not reeds shaken by the wind.
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What, then, did you go out to see? Someone dressed in soft robes? Look, those who wear soft robes are in 
royal palaces.

The wilderness may be calling us back. Our Western-style homes are palaces compared to the dwellings 
of the women manufacturing our textiles or the Congolese coltan miners. For them, a computer is likely 
beyond reach. Jesus praised that the Baptist lived like a fugitive of the state, which he later became before 
his eventual arrest. John rejected fast fashion in favor of camel hair. He denied a sheltered norm in favor of 
being known as a voice who cried out in the wilderness. His was a posture of radical refusal to be entangled 
with the imperial way of life. It is likely by design that we forget the history of the internet - it was a military 
invention. While this is not to designate it irredeemable for any moral or ethical use, we cannot presume 
that our digital connectivity is easily divorced from its origins. 

As with most niceties of the imperial core, our convenience is a rugged cross on the bleeding backs of 
exploited laborers we will never meet. This is by design. It is our responsibility, then, to design systems 
of solidarity. Solidarity may include thinking for yourself instead of OpenAI or Gemini thinking for you, 
advocating against your workplace’s embrace of AI integration, choosing companies that are not AI reliant, 
doing research in the library, building local community beyond Meta, scrolling less and less, and reconnecting 
with the wilderness that made us. How long can you go with your laptop closed and your phone in airplane 
mode? 

Interpersonal - John the Baptist carried a message of repentance and sought to purify his people 
in preparation for a new way of life in a new age of peace and justice. John’s status or lack thereof as a 
wilderness dweller means that he would not have had the opportunity to be corrupted by the capital that 
fuels empire. Where people enter cities to seek socioeconomic mobility, the wilderness represents the 
gospel of downward mobility. The wilderness is not where one travels to seek proximity to capital and 
power. Someone who had made a dwelling of the wilderness will usually have little to offer in the way of 
material resources. 

John isn’t advertising a job opportunity or entrepreneurship advice or a cottagecore homesteading 
lifestyle vlog. In fact, we’ve come to associate the Biblical “wilderness” with unyielding struggle. We think 
of a “wilderness” season as a time when existing becomes exceedingly burdensome and thriving feels 
beyond our control. This is where the Hebrew children wandered, where Jesus was tempted, and where a 
disembodied voice cries out. The wilderness is branded as harsh and unforgiving in our religious imagination; 
meanwhile, John the Baptist is able to make something of a home there. 

In these key Biblical instances where the wilderness drove the plot, those subject to its supposed harshness 
had little choice but to yield to the rough conditions, not in a celebration of austerity but as a technology 
of resilience. When we must distance ourselves from conventional comforts, when we feel nearly isolated, 
when we pay the price of doing right, when we have no easy path out of a forest of grief, when there are no 
rooms left at the inn, we may feel hollow, but we can still reject scarcity narratives. 

Those in soft robes - whatever the higher fashion of our day may be - have signaled their priorities and 
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status. They are not so likely to understand prosperity as a group project. The soft-robed elite benefit when 
we clamor for soft robes too. This makes for very obedient striver-consumers who are motivated by a 
sense of lack. The wilderness is an unwelcome invitation to recall who and what actually sustains us. In the 
wilderness, we learn how to eat when groceries are inflated or shelves are empty. We learn how to turn 
utilities back on when they get shut off. We learn how to clean the water when the city water runs brown. 
We learn to mend and care for what we have. We learn how to speak to our ancestors when physical 
embrace is no longer possible. We learn how to make a crib out of a manger. We learn how to live in the 
swamp. 

“But most of all, remember those runaway indentured laborers, formerly enslaved Africans, and Native 
people moving into the remote recesses of the Great Dismal Swamp who were creating actively 
resistant eco-communities— ‘maroon’ communities— for nearly a century by the advent of the 
Tuscarora War of 1711-1715.”

Here, Modibo Kadalie explains how, for the Great Dismal Swamp Maroons, freedom and thriving existed 
alongside the precarities of a wilderness thought to be uninhabitable. When we experience our inevitable 
“wilderness” arc, how can we pursue the locusts and honey that may bend this arc towards some kind of 
purifying justice that does not rely on power to bestow our rights? John learned that the wilderness is not 
actually as cruel as it is made out to be. John shows us that a different way of life is possible, but we may 
have to readjust our expectations and respect the laws of nature to endure the transition. Survival often has 
little to do with what is fair or what you deserve. It is a grueling process of shifting the center of your faith. 
When it seems all is lost, how do you follow Spirit to discover what true abundance is? 

.

Words for inspiration:

“Our country may forget this history but I cannot. I will not and other survivors do not and 
our descendants do not. When my family was forced to leave Tulsa, I lost my chance of an 
education. I never finished school past the fourth grade. I have never made much money.”

 - Mother Viola Fletcher, may she rest in abundance
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Sources 

Intimate Direct Democracy: Fort Mose, The Great Dismal Swamp, and the Human Quest 
for Freedom by Modibo Kadalie
https://www.whoshallrule.com/p/nyt-data-center-fights-go-global
“AI is driving a data center boom in rural America. Locals are divided on the benefits” 
https://www.npr.org/2025/08/17/nx-s1-5461467/ai-is-driving-a-data-center-boom-in-
rural-america-locals-are-divided-on-the-benefits#:~:text=AI%20is%20driving%20a%20
data,divided%20on%20the%20benefits%20:%20NPR&text=Hourly%20News-,AI%20is%20
driving%20a%20data%20center%20boom%20in%20rural%20America,enough%20jobs%20
%E2%80%94%20and%20drain%20resources.

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

The Dangers of Unregulated AI in Policing

ICE Sent 600 Immigrant Kids to Detention in Federal Shelters This Year

How to actually feed America

With dwindling oversight, cattle are grazing where they’re not supposed to

Files expose Britain’s secret D-Notice censorship regime

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

Commentaries Author
 

Casey Overton (she/they) is a radical nonprofit strategist, writer, and 
spiritual activist who is insistent on cultivating space for collective 
healing. They are the editor of “Liturgy that Matters”, an enfleshed 
publication, and the coordinator for Black faith programs in an affirm-
ing spiritual community. Her communications and faith-based nonprofit 
background has allowed the cultural metaphysics of liberation to 
become an ongoing priority in her work. They use a multi-spiritual lens 
to explore how housing, land use, and queered domestic structures 
create restorative environments for targeted populations. She is a 
graduate of Hampton University and Duke Divinity School. She resides 
in the Powhatan lands now called Richmond, VA., USA.

https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/dangers-unregulated-ai-policing
https://www.propublica.org/article/ice-detentions-immigrant-kids-family-separations?utm_campaign=propublica-sprout&utm_content=1764561604&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter
https://www.slowboring.com/p/how-to-actually-feed-america?utm_source=post-email-title&publication_id=159185&post_id=179975086&utm_campaign=email-post-title&isFreemail=false&r=9w60&triedRedirect=true&utm_medium=email
https://www.propublica.org/article/grazing-environment-public-lands-oversight
https://thegrayzone.com/2025/11/30/files-expose-britains-secret-d-notice-censorship-regime/
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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.

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