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| Samuel 2:18-20, 26
Psalm 148
Colossians 3:12-17
Luke 2:41-52

What links the texts this week?

Nestled between the coming-of-age tales of two of our scriptures’ many notable youths as they chal-
lenge normative family power dynamics, we're given two images of beloved community. One of these
communities depicted in Psalms is comprised of all living (and even nonliving!) things of the earth.The
other portrait focuses on human relations where we notice that love produces a harmonious togeth-
erness. Through symbiotic relationality, we humans, organisms, and animisms alike offer our highest
praise to our Creator.

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

Call to worship

To gather as Siblings in the Spirit,

To heal our childhood wounds,

To honor the boundaries of children,

To ask for forgiveness and to seek repair,

To demand a world where we prioritize each other’s safety:
This is to practice Hope.

This is to worship God.

Opening Prayer

Still Unfolding One, on the cusp of a new year, we wonder about intentions to set for our collective rest
and wellbeing.We celebrate the love and connection that has sustained us.We mourn the losses we've
collected and how they can stagnate in our bodies. Move with us in the dance of delight and sorrow of this
transitional time and bless our willful hopes. Amen.

Invitation to Offering
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Hope is a muscle we build in community, not a passive wish.When we gather our resources together, it is
an expression of our hope -- Hope that when there is a need, it can be met; Hope that where there are
kind and sustainable ways of living, they can be nurtured; Hope that where there is damage, amends can be
made. Come, let us bring forth our offerings as a practice of hope.

Prayer of Dedication

Love that Never Ceases, bless our offerings to the repairs that need to be made on behalf of young people,
children, and future generations.We grieve for the ways we have not been able to protect them from
oppression, violence, and climate collapse.We celebrate the lives of young people and ask that they be
blessed by the sharing of our communal resources.

Benediction

May the God of New Beginnings

Bless the wisdom of your inner child.
May the God of Endings

Honor all that has been lost.

May the God of All That is Still Becoming
Guide you along your way.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* In what ways do your community’s virus-adjusted patterns of celebration and travel point back to our
Creator’s goodness!? How can you refine your celebratory practices (including distanced ones) to form
celebrants into a greater appreciation of the Divine?

* Does your faith community place more emphasis on adulthood than childhood? How can your
children’s programs allow a safe environment for kids to be kids - asking questions, challenging norms,
and being spontaneous?

*  What type of parenting do you and your ministry endorse or advocate? What would it look like
for your ministry to discourage authoritarian or punitive child-rearing? How can the kids gain more
influence over how their programs serve them?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Min. Candace Simpson (she/her).

Cosmic - And just like that, we come to the end of 2021. If the commercials told the whole story, the Holidays
are Back! We’re back to normal, as they say. Nothing is wrong! Pay no attention to the man behind the curtain!
Let’s just smile and wave! Just keep swimming, and buying! Or at least, that’s what we're told by the major
retailers.

We meet Jesus and his family in the excitement of the Passover season.As is their custom, the family goes to
Jerusalem for the festival.

Perhaps we should pause here.

In the United States, this is our second Christmas season in some configuration of quarantine due to the
COVID-19 virus. In China, this would be their third December. So much of what makes this passage what it is,
so much of what gives it its unique setting and flavor; is nearly unattainable these days. And even if we choose
to gather “like the olden days” before 2019, there are still consequences. Every day, we read another thread
on Twitter or see a video on the Today Show where a family (or workplace) believed themselves to be taking
“every precaution” in light of the virus.And yet, infection happens.

Throughout the Bible, there are stories about festivals, feasts, and celebrations. Sometimes they are secular and
other times they are tied to religious practices. Across the world, people practice humanity by breaking bread,
traveling, and breaking from the routine work schedule of the year. Of course, this is more than just a Christian
practice. Hanukkah, Kwanzaa, Christmas, and Diwali happen between November and December of this year.
Throughout the year, there are feasts, celebrations of the lunar cycle, harvest celebrations, and opportunities
to celebrate life cycles in families including weddings, birthdays, funerals. Before we even get to the narrative

of this week’s passage, we are reminded that there is something human about celebration among other living
beings.To celebrate often means we're loading the car, taking some days off, locking the house, and going to
visit grandma or host our beloveds for some days.

Why do we leave to celebrate? What is it about the action of traveling and ending work that makes a holiday
feel sacred?

Even in this passage, we find that Joseph and Mary are so comfortable and trusting of the festival that they lost
track of Jesus.

“When the festival was ended and they started to return, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem, but his
parents did not know it. Assuming that he was in the group of travelers, they went a day’s journey.Then
they started to look for him among their relatives and friends.”

Jesus and his family travel for the festival because it is an important step in focusing on the ritual. Whether

we are on vacation, visiting family, or on a spiritual journey, it's worthwhile to separate from the daily grind.
Doing so puts us in a different mindset. As mental health experts have encouraged us over the pandemic, even
putting a clean set of clothes on helps lift our spirits. For many people, “putting on a fresh outfit in the morning
releases neurotransmitters in our brains including dopamine, serotonin, norepinephrine, and endorphins,
sparking a sense of purpose.” Of course, there are many issues that cannot be solved with a new onesie. But
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throughout the Bible and human history, people attempt to strike the balance between building routines
and breaking routines.

How have your spiritual practices changed in the last two to three years? Are there new things that you do
that have become sacred replacements? There is no replacement for sacred travel. How are you managing
to create sacred boundaries within your spiritual life?

Structural (CW: brief discussion on suicide) - What are the underlying spiritual, cultural, or
developmental assumptions about children in our religious spaces? Does the Vacation Bible School teacher
believe that each student is made in the image of God? How is that reflected in the lesson plans? Does the
Sunday School teacher make room for conflict and conflict resolution? Are they to be seen and not heard?
What do these norms reflect about our sense of God?

Jesus grows up quickly in all of the gospels.We have very few images of Jesus as a child.VWhat was he

like during potty training? Teething? Did he ever talk back to his parents, or slam the door? What kind of
friendships did he have in his childhood? The answers to these questions are so loudly absent from the text.
Even more, our liturgical calendar throughout the year moves even quicker than Jesus can grow up. If we
celebrate Jesus’ birth in December, and he’s usually on the cross in April, he’s got to age pretty fast to be 33
in just a few months.

Isn’t it strange that we spend so much time waiting on Jesus in the calendar year? The time that we spend
journeying with him as a real human on real Earth is so short.We spend Advent waiting on him to arrive,
and then have December until April thinking through his life.

(CW) A 2015 study suggested that Black children experienced an increase in suicidal ideations.Young
Black people like Blake Brockington and Nigel Shelby died by suicide due to transphobic and homophobic
bullying. Managing the societal pressures to conform and cut off vital pieces of yourself is often too much
for anyone to handle.Young people especially are vulnerable to these pressures.Without the proper
support and care, such pressures can prove deadly.To be clear, these pressures can even be unbearable for
the most well-loved child in the most well-adjusted family.

Jesus has an awareness of his mortality and his purpose that seem to age him.After all, this is the one
instance we have of him as a child or preteen. Most of the text revolves around his adult ministry.As an
aside, it might be worthwhile to explore why that is. Certainly, Jesus was a toddler, a child, a teenager.
Otherwise, we wouldn’t have such a ritual and tradition around his birth.There’s no way he pressed “fast-
forward” on skipping all the life between birth and adulthood. So why don’t we know more about his life
before ministry?

The sad truth is this - children are often left behind and left out.We often do not care about people’s
childhoods unless we find that childhood to be remarkably relevant to a successful adulthood. For example,
on celebrities’ birthdays, Beyoncé (and her team) will dig up old childhood photos and post them to her
website. The running joke is that Beyoncé has access to everyone’s school photos.You'll find Lauren London,
Tyra Banks, Britney Spears, Chadwick Boseman, and even President Joe Biden featured on her site. There’s
something about childhood that feels magical and sacred.

Photographer Eunique Jones Gibson captured this energy in her 2013 photo series, Because of Them
We Can. In this series, she photographed Black children embodying Black history figures. She contracted
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children (with their and their parents’ permission) to pose as The Fisk Jubilee Choir, Maya Angelou, Harriet
Tubman, Savion Glover, Shirley Chisholm, Spike Lee, and so many others.The series won many accolades and
was turned into a book.The idea resonated with so many-- Black children are inspiring and have so much
potential. If we can see them posing as Zora Neale Hurston and feel warm, how can we carve out space for
them to reach their intellectual potential? If we are moved by pictures of Black girls embodying the character
of Dr. Mae Jemison, how do we make room for Black girls in STEM, in school, in science programs, in doctoral
programs? This time-traveling photo series pricked the imaginations of so many people because we need help
seeing children’s futures.

This passage is written with urgency, as if the author is trying to rush us to the “good parts” of Jesus’ ministry.
Even this story being told has a function; it is designed to show the devotion of Christ to the ministry even

as a child. But there’s also a subversive element of this story being included specifically. According to Pastor
Niveen Sarras of the Immanuel Lutheran Church of Wausau, this vignette echoes the story of Augustus giving
a funeral oration for his grandmother at the age of 12.

“Luke demonstrates that Jesus carries the qualities that will make him an extraordinary leader, just as
Augustus became an exceptional leader. Luke is interested in introducing Jesus as superior to Augustus.
Jesus is the new promised Caesar appointed, not by the Roman Senate, but by God. Luke wants his Gentile
audience to believe that Jesus is the true Son of God and successor to Augustus.”

This story makes it to the Bible for a number of reasons. It helps us see that even as a child, Jesus had a
passion for study and ministry. By the time Joseph and Mary find Jesus, he is safely studying within the care of
the teachers, “listening to them and asking them questions.” If we can take advice from this passage, it is that
our places of worship should be safe, developmentally appropriate, and intellectually stimulating places for
children to ask questions.Which begs the question-- If a child were left in our spaces to their own devices,
what questions might they ask?

Interpersonal - Will Smith and D] Jazzy Jeff wrote the Teen’s Manifesto in 1988 called “Parents Just Don’t
Understand.” The song was a hit because it spoke to the frustrations that children have with their parents.
While most media at the time (talk shows, news programs, parenting books and yes, sermons) focused on the
struggles of raising children, The Fresh Prince and D] Jazzy Jeff gave teenagers a hymn of praise.

“You know parents are the same no matter time nor place

They don’t understand that us kids are gonna make some mistakes
So to you other kids all across the land

There’s no need to argue, parents just don’t understand”

The song is about the little frustrations of growing up with a parent who doesn’t understand the need for
cool school clothes and the temptation of wanting to pick someone up in the family car while your parents
are on vacation. It eventually was remixed because that’s what happens with music that resonates. Children
and parents are often pushing boundaries, getting to know each other, and failing at the project of humility.
Even when parents and children are trying their best.

For many of us in modern society, Jesus talking to his parents in this way feels countercultural. In some
homes, you cannot “talk back” to a parent without getting a side-eye. Most questions are met with “because
| said so,” rather than a child-friendly explanation. But Jesus in the third chapter of Luke is every angst-ridden
preteen’s hero. He’s the guy who actually spoke up for kids all around the globe! He told his parents off and
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lived to tell the tale!

While Joseph and Mary are managing their embarrassment (and anxiety, in their own words) about having
lost track of Jesus for such a long period of time, Jesus appears to minister to that very anxiety. Matter of
factly, he questions them.“Why were you searching for me? Did you not know that | must be in my Father’s
house?” And still, the parents do not understand. Eventually, he decided to travel with them and is “obedient
to them.” His mother “treasured all these things in her heart,” something she tends to do throughout the
gospel of Luke.The narrator places this story as a moment when Jesus “increases in wisdom in years, and in
divine and human favor.”

Perhaps we might learn from this vignette. Giving Jesus room to assert himself was not disrespectful or
rude. It paved the way for him to increase in wisdom. Child development researchers advocate a method
called “gentle parenting,” which encourages a partnership between parent and child to “make choices
based on internal willingness instead of external pressures.” It attempts to accommodate for the host

of new feelings that arise for both parents and children. It also attempts to combat the authoritarian,
punitive, carceral parenting styles that can traumatize children for years. It is not, however, a parenting
style without boundaries. It relies on the pillars of empathy, understanding, and respect. It is also related
to the Montessori style of teaching, which places emphasis on experimentation, social learning, play and
imagination.

For example, this parenting style relies on encouraging positive action.

“There are plenty of alternatives to saying no. Gentle parenting means you choose to set clear
boundaries and underline what you are asking of your child. Limit your request to focus on the action
you do want to encourage. Demands not to touch something can be communicated by saying things
like ‘Let’s use gentle hands on this’ or even ‘This one is just for looking.”

There are more resources for gentle parenting. As with any framework, it requires reflection and
community. Even though Mary and her spouse are brought to anxiety by losing track of Jesus, Mary comes
to “treasure all these things in her heart.” In order to meet children where they are (whether they are our
students, parishioners, children or neighbors), we need to take some time to ponder and treasure.VVe need
to reflect on what certain encounters with a child pricked within us. If we want to support children and be
the compassionate adults that they can trust, there will be times that we’ll be confronted with things we
just don’t understand.

Whether we understand it or not, though, the child will grow in “wisdom and in years, in divine and human

“If you had a problem in the Black community, and you brought in a group of White people to discuss how
to solve it, almost nobody would take that panel seriously. In fact, there’d probably be a public outcry. It
would be the same the for women’s issues or gay issues. But every day, in local arenas all the way to the
White House, adults sit around and decide what problems youth have and what youth need, without ever
consulting us.”

— Jason, 17 years old, Youth Force Member, Bronx, NY

favor.”

Words for inspiration:
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Miss Universe contestants accused of ‘Israelising’ Palestinian culture

Richmond Public Schools teachers are first in the state to gain collective bargaining rights
Her daughter was killed and now this mom is calling on Oakland to step up and help
Meet the student bringing Black illustrations to the medical field

might prolong their detention.

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

Commentaries Author

Minister Candace Simpson (she/her/hers) is a sister, preacher, and educa-
tor. She is a graduate of Trinity College and Union Theological Seminary.
She is an associate minister at Concord Baptist Church of Christ in
Brooklyn, New York. Minister Simpson is especially drawn to Christian
education as a political education tool for Black liberation. It is Candace’s
philosophy that Heaven is a Revolution that can happen right here on
Earth. She is the lead writer and curriculum designer at Fish Sandwich
Heaven, an online resource for dreaming a freer world.”

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 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 @mijbolton.
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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 materials 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.

© 2021 enfleshed




