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Isaiah 9:2-7
Psalm 96
Titus 2:11-14	
Luke 2:1-14, (15-20)

What links the texts this week? 

These verses collaboratively testify to the change inherent in advent and messianic theology. They 
repeat that the intervention of the divine is one in which something changes in the interest of the 
marginalized. Where that change has yet to take place, we remain dissatisfied with what the empires 
of our world have to offer. To continue hoping for coming liberation is a choice that insists on pros-
perity for the downtrodden.
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ORDER OF WORSHIP (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship 

Our souls magnify the Holy among us!
Our spirits rejoice in the Way-Making God!

For God regards us with compassion and calls creation blessed.
God’s mercy echoes through generations. 

God scatters the imagination of the proud
into open fields of solidarity.

God puts down the mighty from their seats
and exalts those who care for their neighbors and planet home.

God nourishes the hungry
and sends exploiters away with empty spirits.

Our souls magnify the Holy among us!
Our spirits rejoice in the Way-Making God!

Opening Prayer

Wisdom of Christ, you come to us as a baby, reminding us that we depend on one another for flourishing. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing
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You were noticed by shepherds, workers reaching for expansive ways of living. Animals gathered round 
you--they, our siblings in wonder. Thank you that you are a God of the stables and not of the halls of 
power. Thank you for being with us instead of above us. Teach us your gentleness. Teach us your radical 
communion with all things. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Hope is a muscle. Hope is a practice. Hope is a disposition of the heart. It is stubborn and determined. It is 
the field of our shared dreams. So let us co-create hope this Christmas day, collecting our gifts and offering 
them to God and each other. 

Prayer of Dedication

Nurturing One, as a baby needs food, shelter, and love, we offer the same to each other. Bless our 
offerings to the children in our communities and the inner child, alive in our own spirits. All people 
deserve to be seen, heard, and valued. They deserve safety, play, and connection. Protect us as we undo 
systems of harm and guide us as we dream-up ways of compassionate care. Amen.

Benediction

For unto us a child is born,
for unto us the invitation to practice hope is given.

And the ways of oppression shall be on our shoulders,
but the Ways of Life shall lighten each other’s loads.

Hallelujah, God is with us!
Their Mercy echoes through generations. 

SERMON PREP

Questions:

•	 How does your tradition make space for and respond to people’s fears of the “rollercoasters” of life? How might 
the quality of spaces held for those fears be improved?

•	 How can your faith community strengthen its support of people whose livelihoods depend on mutual aid? What 
barriers may need to be addressed?

•	 How might you honor that which is treasured in the hearts of your community members? Can there be a 
communal practice toward this intention?
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Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Min. Candace Simpson (she/her).

Cosmic - More than once, angels announce themselves to humans with “Fear not!” as their first words. In 
Matthew 1, the angel tells Joseph not to fear and to take Mary as a wife. In Matthew 28, the angel tells the 
women not to fear in their quest to find Jesus. The angel tells Mary herself not to fear because she has “found 
favor” with God in Luke 1. Why are angels always telling people not to fear? 
	
Recently, there has been a meme circulating around Christians (and many others) that depicts biblically accurate 
angels. Well, the meme has extended to other things. People have been adding several eyes and wings and limbs 
to people and pets calling them “biblically accurate.”  The meme is partially based on the vision in Ezekiel 10, 
where cherubim are described as having “their entire bodies—backs, hands, and wings— [covered] with eyes all 
around…” If you happened to be in your living room and a creature who was 98% eyeball began speaking to you, 
you might need a reminder to chill out, too.
 
In this passage, we do not know what the angels looked like. They could have very well been eyeballs and multi-
winged creatures. Or they could have looked like Denzel Washington in the Christmas classic, The Preacher’s 
Wife. All this passage tells us is that the “glory of the Lord shone around them” and this terrified them. 

Why were these shepherds afraid? What terrified them? Could it be that meeting a stranger on your front door 
is likely to startle you? How did this stranger know that they were keeping watch here? How did they get past all 
the other shepherds keeping watch? 

Once those shepherds got past the initial shock of an unknown person on their turf, they had to deal with 
the content of the message. The text leaves much to our imagination (a holy thing to do during the Christmas 
season). We do know that this all takes place during a governmental registration at the decree of Caesar 
Augustus. All were expected to return to their towns to be registered. Verse 8 tells us that these shepherds are 
also under this decree.

“Now in that same region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night.”

We can assume that the Shepherds are also subjected to this expectation of registering. Had they already 
been registered? Did they register during the day, sleepy from last night’s shift of work? Were they unable to 
register because the trip would have taken them away from their duties as essential workers? What might the 
consequences be for those who defied Caesar Augustus’ decree to be registered, if they hadn’t yet been? 
Perhaps we can take something useful from the things between the lines of this text. It is absolutely human to be 
afraid. There are so many good reasons for the shepherds to be afraid. They’ve never met this angel before and 
we are in precarious times! We also live in times where the line between healthy coping and spiritual bypassing is 
so blurry.

 Are we engaging in healthy coping mechanisms when we tell ourselves “everything is gonna be alright, Jesus 
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promised he’d take care of me, all I have to do is fast and pray”? Or are we, in the words of John Welwood, 
using “spiritual ideas and practices to sidestep personal, emotional ‘unfinished business,’ to shore up a shaky 
sense of self, or to belittle basic needs, feelings, and developmental tasks.” In other words, how do we know 
that we are using our faith practice as a grounding tool in our toolkit, and how do we know when we are 
repeating words and phrases beyond their utility? Only you can discern, along with trusted members of your 
faith community, what uses of the tradition feel empowering and which elements are agency-diminishing. It is 
an ongoing process. Ultimately, when standing face-to-wing with divine creatures, it is absolutely human to be 
afraid. 

We are sometimes afraid of our own divinity. Many of us tend to “run from our own shadows.” We may be 
afraid of the next step in our lives, failure, or loss. We may even be afraid of success. What happens when 
we win? Who will we tell? Who and how do we want to celebrate? What will we do when we finally get the 
thing we dream of? What if that thing we’ve longed for doesn’t satisfy the way we dreamed it would? 

But the divine being in this text tells us “do not be afraid, for see [or notice], I am bringing you good news 
of great joy for all the people.” It is no use to tell a younger sibling on a rollercoaster, “don’t worry, don’t be 
afraid!” Perhaps the younger sibling needs to see you delighting in the rollercoaster and emerging delightful. 
This is the only way to trust that the ride is worthwhile. This, itself, is a major theme of the Christmas story. 
Jesus enters onto this rollercoaster ride with us, from the beginning of life and beyond. There is nothing that 
we experience that he does not. He knows we’re afraid, and yet, he’s there with us. 
	
Always. 

Structural - Starting this year, digital money-sharing apps like CashApp, PayPal, and Venmo will be required 
to report transactions greater than $600 to the IRS to be taxed. According to NBC News, the “change to 
the tax code was signed into law as part of the American Rescue Plan Act, the Covid-19 response bill passed 
in March [of 2021].” This change is an update from the previous policy, where people only had to report 
income to the IRS if they had “200 commercial transactions that exceeded $20,000 in total value.” 

On paper, and particularly for wealthy people, this policy may not seem like a bother. But for the unknown 
numbers of people who rely on mutual aid and emergency crowdfunding to support their living expenses, 
this update feels threatening. To be clear, the new rules apply specifically to commercial transactions. Gifts, 
contributing your share of utilities with your roommate, or splitting the brunch bill with your partner are 
still allowed. But now, people are being encouraged to prove that transactions are, in fact, not payments for 
goods or services. 

This update feels odd, given the uptick in mutual aid projects during the racial justice protests of Summer 
2020 and the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. For many people, mutual aid was the only way they met bills and 
kept a roof over their heads. Now, there are threats that digital money sharing may be surveilled and audited 
under the new tax code. 

In context, as of September 29, 2022, the Department of Defense has a budget of 1.64 trillion dollars. It 
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has also failed yet another audit in the last month. In their own words, the “mission of the Department of 
Defense is to provide the military forces needed to deter war and to protect the security of our country.” This 
rationalizing is not unique to people of our time. 
In Jesus’ time, the Priene Inscription was a decree that served as “imperial propaganda.” Jillian Engelhardt, an 
adjunct instructor at Texas Christian University, quotes the executive order that Caesar Augustus released: 

‘Since Providence, which has ordered all things and is deeply interested in our life, has set in most perfect order by 
giving us Augustus, whom she filled with virtue that he might benefit humankind, sending him as a savior, both for 
us and for our descendants, that he might end war and arrange all things, and since he, Caesar, by his appearance 
(excelled even our anticipations), surpassing all previous benefactors, and not even leaving to posterity any hope of 
surpassing what he has done, and since the birthday of the god Augustus was the beginning of the good news for the 
world that came by reason of him,’ which Asia resolved in Smyrna.”

To paraphrase, the decree suggested at least two absurd things
1.	  The beginning of time begins with Augustus’ birthday.
2.	 The former is true because Augustus has been sent as a savior for all generations.

It is important to dig into the “imperial propaganda” of the time because it helps us to understand the writers 
of the Bible in a clearer way. After reading this, John 1 reads more like shade than over-spiritual piety. The 
writer of John 1 insisted that “in the beginning was the word, and the word was with God.” In doing so, they 
are implicitly arguing that the beginning of time is not Augustus. 
	
Much like the tax update, the decree that “all the world should be registered” may not seem like a big deal. But 
considering that Mary felt the need to travel towards the end of her pregnancy suggests that there may have 
been severe consequences for those who abstained. The Holy Family was not a wealthy family; any travel might 
have been a drain on their already limited resources and energy. Yet under the decree of Caesar Augustus, 
there was an expectation that they would press their way to their hometown. 
	
The story of Jesus being born feels anticlimactic, given the theatrical drama of the first chapter. In just two 
verses we hear how Jesus was born: 

While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped 
him in bands of cloth and laid him in a manger, because there was no place in the guest room.
	
How is it that the birth of a child is overshadowed by the imperial decree? How does the writer of this passage 
spend more time describing the need to be registered, instead of how Mary may have felt during birth? Like 
many first-time birthing parents, Mary likely had a host of fears, but the writer spends more words on the 
national registry. 
	
So many contemporary families report feeling overwhelmed by all the things on the to-do list when a new 
baby arrives: Paperwork with HR for parental leave, if you’re lucky enough to have that. Insurance. Adoption 
forms. Appointments with the lactation consultant. Things to bring home. Things to throw out because they’re 
not safe for a new baby. The excitement of new life can be overshadowed by all the things we have to do in 
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preparation. It can often feel like a blur. 

Interpersonal - One of the central figures in this story seems to disappear into the stage directions. Mary 
does not have any speaking lines in this passage. The angel, heavenly host, and shepherds speak more than 
Mary. Despite not saying much here, she is a central character. The writer sees past this, though. 

Mary treasured all these words and pondered them in her heart. 
Mary was not a passive figure, despite not having many speaking lines. For this very observation alone, it 
would be delightful to know who the writer of this passage was. How were they able to pick up on Mary’s 
emotional and cognitive state?

In our daily lives, we will have experiences that render us speechless. The most talkative person might be 
brought to stillness at the sight of a beautiful sunset. Mary’s example here is that beautiful reflection can 
happen “in our hearts.” 

Consider all that Mary has endured, not just in this chapter, but from the beginning of the book. As D. L. 
Mayfield writes in the Washington Post, Mary’s Magnificat in Luke 1 is “the longest set of words spoken by 
a woman in the New Testament (and a poor, young, unmarried pregnant woman at that!).” Mary can be 
talkative, but at this point, she simply “ponders.” In other contexts, the word for ponder might mean “to 
throw together” or even “to fight with one.” In Acts 4, this word is used to describe the process of a council 
“conferring.” In this light, one might suggest that Mary is doing heavy thinking work to process all that she has 
endured in the last few days. She has traveled with a man who promises to wed her, to register under the 
decree of Caesar Augustus, and gives birth to a baby that an angel told her would be important. She’s been 
through a lot.

All she can do at this moment is treasure and ponder.
	
If there are new parents in your circle, it might not be helpful to tell them “call me if you need anything.” 
Not only are they likely “pondering and treasuring,” they are also exhausted in ways they cannot imagine. But 
never fear, a newly-named trend called the “nesting party” has entered the scene! A nesting party includes 
“setting up diaper stations, meal prep and cleaning essentials like baby clothes and breast pump parts.” 
Proponents of the nesting party argue that “nesting parties are all about creating a supportive environment 
for new parents, and they seem to symbolize the exact opposite of the loneliness and isolation so many have 
experienced.” 
Of course, many Black, Indigenous, and Immigrant families have cultural mechanisms for supporting new life 
and family transitions. Naming it a “nesting party” helps signal to a larger audience that the kinds of support 
systems we currently have in this society are insufficient. If the COVID-19 pandemic has taught us anything, it 
is that we are saved by the healing power of community love and care. 

As Mary ponders, it is also important for us to be generous with the people in our community. Mary was 
navigating becoming a parent for the first time all while an executive order mandated that she travel at the 
end of her pregnancy. Unwritten in this text, again, is the clarity and compassion of the narrator. Mary does 
not say “I am pondering and treasuring.” She is, instead, given room to be silent and reflective. 
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We are living through some curious times, as cliche as that sounds. People that we encounter during these 
last few weeks of 2022 will be holding a host of things in their hearts that they treasure and ponder. Someone 
may be thinking about the unseasonably warm weather we’ve had. Another may be looking up flights to 
visit family and doing the math on how to pay for it. Someone else may be debating if they should come 
out to their family while everyone’s together, or if they should wait for a less high-stakes season. People are 
recovering from COVID, worrying about bills, thinking about future plans, and trying to drink more water. 
Others are worrying if their water is clean enough to drink. Each of us is holding our own treasures and 
pondering our own things, all inside of our own hearts. Even the most empathetic friend will never be able to 
see all that we hold exactly as we do. During these last few weeks of the year, let us make room for treasuring 
and pondering, however it happens.

A major thanks to Dr. Amy Meverden, who served as my Teaching Fellow at Union Seminary. I will never read 
John 1 the same way ever again. 

Words for inspiration:

“I guess if I’d had any sense, I’d a been a little scared,” she said. “But what was the point of being scared? 
The only thing [the whites] could do was kill me, and it seemed like they’d been trying to do that a little bit 
at a time since I could remember.”

- Fannie Lou Hamer

Sources

https://www.blueletterbible.org/lexicon/g5399/kjv/tr/0-1/ 
https://www.blueletterbible.org/lexicon/g4820/kjv/tr/0-1/ 
https://www.care.com/c/nesting-parties/ 
https://thedailytexan.com/2021/03/04/mutual-aid-continues-to-serve-communities-but-can-be-taxed-by-the-
government/ 
https://thehill.com/policy/defense/3740921-defense-department-fails-another-audit-but-makes-progress/ 
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/venmo-paypal-zelle-must-report-600-transactions-irs-rcna11260  
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/the-empowerment-diary/201901/what-is-spiritual-bypassing  
https://www.usaspending.gov/agency/department-of-defense?fy=2022 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/religion/2018/12/20/marys-magnificat-bible-is-revolutionary-so-evangeli-
cals-silence-it/ 
https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/christmas-day-nativity-of-our-
lord-ii/commentary-on-luke-21-7-8-20-10 
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Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

The Long American Counter-Revolution

NYC public libraries say proposed budget cuts may ‘push us over the edge’

Why Youth Incarceration Fails: An Updated Review of the Evidence

In Kenya, Domestic Workers Resist Exploitation

Hamas official denounces EU silence about European institutions’ support for Israeli settlements
[enfleshed doesn’t necessarily affirm the opinion of each article but they are offered as thought 
partners]
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settings.
Molly holds a Master of Divinity from Wake Forest School of Divinity 
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Theological Seminary. She was trained as a chaplain at Cleveland Clinic 
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https://www.fishsandwichheaven.com/
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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.


