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Matthew 1:18-25 enﬂeShed

spiritual nourishment for collective liberation
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TEXTS

December 18, 2022

Isaiah 7:10-16
Psalm 80:1-7, 17-19
Romans 1:1-7
Matthew 1:18-25

What links the texts this week?

From the seer telling of divine signs, prophets speaking against kings, to the unmarried woman missing
her period, God arrives in the risky and disruptive place where it is too late for the safety that accom-
panies convention. Those of us who have continued with business as usual are not the first to dis-
cover or embody incarnation. God is made flesh in those like prophets who may anger a king. She is
made flesh in those like the woman who finds autonomy in her body that has already been “claimed”.
The whistleblowers and abortion-seekers alike find praise deep within their uneasy cores as they bring
gifts of liberation to a freedom-famished land.

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

Call to worship

Rejoice!

Wonder breaks through despair in unexpected ways.
Rejoice!

Divine Creativity is courageous in Her Way-Making.
Rejoice!

Sacred Solidarity consoles the brokenhearted.

When we sleep, She knocks on the doors of our dreams.
When we wake, She lures us towards radical hope.
When we sing, She spreads out Her joy like a song.
Rejoice! God is with us.

Opening Prayer

Disruptive God, you trusted Mary, a pregnant young person, to cradle wonder in a weary world. May we

follow your example like a star, trusting the Inner Wisdom of young people and the Inner Wisdom of
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people who are able to get pregnant. Bless us with the creativity to nurture communities that support
their agency and thriving. Bless the ways they bring about wonder. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Poet and activist, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, writes of “perpetually awaiting a rebirth of wonder.” Amidst
systems of oppression, wonder is a salve. Wonder is a lightning bolt of possibility. Wonder is the sweet
ache of being alive on a fresh morning. So let us birth wonder for one another, meeting each other’s needs
with tenderness. Let us bring forth our offerings this day, that it may be so.

Prayer of Dedication

Wonderful Trouble Maker, when we feel like we are in a rut of hopelessness, thank you for the inbreaking
of possibility. Take what our community has gathered and breathe your Wily Spirit upon it, that New Life
might be animated this day and each day. Amen.

Benediction

May you wait for New Life

actively and in good company,

for where solidarity is present,

the Holy troubles the waters of possibility,
and whispers wonder to the weary.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  Who or what is available in your spiritual community to support alternative family structures? How can
you further decenter nuclear family forms to offer care to more marginal household configurations?

* Are your congregants accustomed to the idea of the “text in travail”? How does your tradition
articulate a balance between holding the sanctity of the text while recognizing how it is influenced by
systems of domination?

* Are there any new, disruptive, and risky directions your faith community is considering? What
approaches can help you avoid an impulse to choose or await a safer, less disruptive path?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him).

Cosmic - My older sister and brother have a different mom than me. My dad had two kids with an ex-girlfriend
and then a few years later he met and married my mom. | was born a few years after that. Growing up was
most difficult for my sister because this family situation created a very unstable early childhood for her, which
felt very different from the experience of other children. And that difference was exacerbated because her skin
was darker than everyone on both sides of her family. And as a young Mexican girl, other Mexican kids at school
made fun of her for her dark skin. The way these experiences shaped her personality made it difficult for her to
develop a relationship with my mom.

It was also very difficult for my mom, who was not prepared to be a mom immediately upon marrying my dad. |
grew up witnessing this tension between my mom and sister; and also witnessed, again and again, an example of
what it looks like for a parent to take responsibility, and love and protect a child that was not biologically their
own.

Today my mom and sister have a strong and beautiful relationship. Then last year we discovered something that
made our family a bit more complex. After taking a 23andMe DNA test my sister discovered that our dad was
also not her biological parent. She learned that her mom had lied about who her father was. It turned out my
mom was not the only one who took responsibility for someone else’s child. My dad did too. After discovering
this revelation, we had an emotional conversation about how much we love each other, no matter what. My
sister affirmed that our mom and dad were still her mom and dad, no matter what. And they affirmed that she is
still their daughter, no matter what. She affirmed that | was still her brother, and | affirmed that she was still my
sister. And her children were still my parents’ grandchildren, and still my nephews and nieces. We affirmed that
God had blessed us by putting us all together.

There’s nothing extraordinarily miraculous about the births of my family and |, but the Holy Spirit had a role in all
of our births. This is a spirit of divine creativity, always doing a new thing in the world. And this Spirit created the
opportunity for my family to form a bond beyond biology... And I'm thankful.

Life often doesn’t go the way we'd expect. We make plans and then those plans are disrupted. And in our
passage Joseph’s plans are disrupted again and again. The woman he was supposed to marry is pregnant, and he’s
not the father. His plan is to push this disruption out of his life, dismissing her quietly, and moving on. Then one
night, in a dream, he receives a message that launches a different route for his life.

This is the first of four dreams Joseph experiences in Matthew’s nativity story. Much of the art of Joseph'’s
dreams over the centuries depict an angel with one hand on Joseph and the other hand pointing in the other
direction. Joseph is being invited to embark on a radically different path. And that path begins with him taking
responsibility for Mary and her child.

When we experience these moments that cause rupture in our lives, we are given the opportunity to tune into
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the Divine, pointing us in a new direction. Jesus as Emmanuel—as God with us—comforts us through divine
presence, but this presence is simultaneously a disruption that calls for courage. Emmanuel calls us to be
courageously curious, open to risk, and open to new life.

This disruptive God makes me thankful for the disruptions that caused me to grow up in an unconventional
family. None of us would have planned for life to go the way it has, but the love we experience on this path is
divine.

Structural - | heard the Christmas story several times growing up. | even played an angel in a Christmas
play one time. And the way it was told had us convinced that Matthew’s purpose was to tell Joseph'’s side
of the story while Luke’s purpose was to tell Mary’s side. The details in both accounts were forced into one
harmonious coherent narrative, ignoring the contradictions between the two.

Now that | know better, | look at Matthew’s centering of Joseph’s perspective, and recognize that, in actuality,
there is a deliberate silencing of Mary, and a diminishment of her role. | even sense a sort of anxious energy
in the male-centered refocusing of the narrative. There’s a tension in the way the writer of Matthew shapes
the nativity story. Several details in the story of Jesus’s birth (as well as his life, death, and resurrection)
challenge patriarchal cultural norms, with multiple women playing important roles in the mission of Jesus. The
Matthean writer, however, seems to be uninterested in challenging—much less, transforming—the patriarchal
structure of his day. Matthew’s narrative attempts to repair and preserve patriarchal norms in this story, but
the unavoidable details of anti-patriarchal disruption remain, still shining through the cracks, unable to be
completely erased. The ruptures that the story of Jesus depends on cannot be fully suppressed.

This tension is immediately recognizable in Matthew’s genealogy right before our passage, which mentions
four women in a long list of men, from Abraham to David to Joseph. Feminist theologian, Jane Schaberg notes
the similarities between these women as both victims of, and misfits in, the patriarchal structure. All four “are
wronged or thwarted by the world, and their condemnations.” The inclusion of these four women prepares
the reader for a story of another woman who finds herself outside of patriarchal family structures. This
inclusion also shapes how the writer wants us to see Joseph as well. Schaberg explains:

“The situations of all four are, in a sense, righted by the actions of men who acknowledge guilt and
accept responsibility, or by men who accept the responsibility of others, drawing the omen under
patriarchal protection, giving them an identity and a future within the patriarchal structure, legitimating
them and their children-to-be.”

Matthew’s primary goal is to illuminate Jesus’s connection to Abraham and David, so he ultimately preserves
patriarchal norms in his narrative. But at the same time, he leaves room for alternative family structures that
challenge those norms by telling a story of a righteous man who uses his power to protect the mother of
Jesus.

1 Jane Schaberg, “Feminist Interpretations of the Infancy Narrative of Matthew”, in A Feminist Companion to Mariology
(Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 2005), 27.
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Matthew’s nativity story is a great example of the Bible being a “text in travail” as anthropologist Rene Girard
calls it. South African theologian, ltumeleng Mosala, also gives a brilliant description of the Bible as “the product,
the record, the site and the weapon of class, cultural, gender and racial struggles.”> Recognizing the Bible as
such helps us to read the Bible with a liberative lens.

In Mosala’s materialist reading of Luke’s nativity story, he unveils the ruling class interests that motivate Luke’s
intention to sell Jesus as a worthy king. And the practice that he recommends for reading Luke also applies
to how we should read Matthew’s nativity story. Instead of coming up with an unproblematic reading of the
text, we should “struggle with the dominant forces within the text to get beyond them to the suppressed
oppositional forces.”® When we read Matthew’s preservation of patriarchy against the grain, we discover the
disruptive Holy Spirit that inspires our faith tradition. And it prepares us for the experience of the same Spirit
in our lives.

Personal - A popular Catholic image and devotion is a little statue of a sleeping Joseph, under which you can
place prayer requests before you go to sleep. I've always wanted one. It's calming to imagine St. Joseph sleeping
on your prayers for you, and interceding for you while you both dream. Ironically, however, the dreams and
prayers of Joseph in our text weren’t so calming. Joseph’s dreams and prayers open him up to disruption after
disruption, and trouble after trouble.

God abides in trouble though. God is in the disruptions. God is in the anomalies. Are you courageous enough
to find God in the ruptures of your life? Will you participate in the new thing God is doing in the world? Will
you go on the adventure that God is calling us to?

| resonate with the image of the angel with one hand on Joseph and the other hand pointing in the other
direction because it reminds me of moments in my life where I've been pulled in a different direction. | dropped
out of college to go into Evangelical ministry, and then a few years later | dropped out of Bible college and

left Evangelical ministry. Both times it felt like | was being pulled by something beyond myself, inviting me to
something greater. That sacred tug has led me to a more honest and beautiful life, but following these new
directions has also come with precarity that has made surviving capitalism more difficult. There’s always great
risk involved when you decide to follow a new direction.

Something my therapist and | talk about is my frustration around feeling like | need to do more work than
others to stay mentally and emotionally healthy as | follow this Spirit that keeps on tugging. And each time |
bring this up I'm reminded that | have to learn a different way of living because I've chosen a different life than
others. So, of course | have to learn a different way of navigating all of it. When you live into a new direction
in life, then a lot of conventional wisdom you've learned doesn’t work anymore. This is something I'm learning,
and this is something Joseph and Mary had to learn as they followed this radically different direction in raising

2 [tumeleng Mosala, Biblical Hermeneutics and Black Theology in South Africa (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing
Co., 1989), 193.
3 Mosala, 187.
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this holy child.

Everything Joseph knew about how he was supposed to live his life was upended in this dream of his.
Consider the moments where you have experienced this kind of disruption. VWhat new practices did you
learn as you entered into a new life? What kinds of practices are you learning now as you live into today’s
new direction?

As we continue the new liturgical year, and prepare for the new calendar year, may we be courageously
curious about the new things God is doing in the world. May we seek God outside the norms, because that is
where the incarnation happens.

Words for inspiration:

Contrast the whitened Roman altarpiece statues of Joseph and the angel with the modernized comic, Jose
y Maria by Everett Patterson

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Homeless advocates sound off on Mayor Eric Adams’ controversial mental health plan
Endgame: How the Visionary Hospice Movement Became a For-Profit Hustle

More NYers are Being Arrested or Ticketed While Recording Video of NYPD

Youth Curfews Feed Kids Into The Criminal System. But Cities Keep Expanding Them.
Edward Waters University shuts down faculty union, claiming religious exemption

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

© 2022 enfleshed



https://www.flickr.com/photos/paullew/6995968865
http://www.everettpatterson.com/?p=1835
http://www.everettpatterson.com/?p=1835
https://www.cbsnews.com/newyork/news/homeless-advocates-sound-off-on-mayor-eric-adams-controversial-mental-health-plan/
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/israel-palestinians-gaza-agree-ceasefire-days-bombardment?utm_source=Twitter&utm_medium=Social&utm_campaign=Social_Traffic&utm_content=ap_44rollpevz
https://www.propublica.org/article/hospice-healthcare-aseracare-medicare
https://www.nbcnewyork.com/investigations/i-team-more-nyers-are-being-arrested-or-ticketed-while-recording-video-of-nypd/3960766/
https://theappeal.org/youth-curfews-criminalize-children/
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Commentaries Author

Damon Garcia (he/him) is a writer, video essayist, and public theologian
for a liberative Christianity. His work is inspired by liberation theology,
decolonial theory, and anti-capitalist politics as he helps people unsettle
and untangle the influence of Christian teachings developed to justify
colonization. He is the author of The God Who Riots: Taking Back the
Radical Jesus (Broadleaf Books, 2022). He lives in Santa Maria, California.
Follow Damon’s work on Twitter @whoisdamon and at damongarcia.
com.

Liturgy Author

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.

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 capaci-
ties.

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