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Isaiah 63:7-9
Psalm 148
Hebrews 2:10-18
Matthew 2:13-23

What links the texts this week?

We are blessed to be incarnate lovers indulging in the sensuality of creation! Our songs and sighs are
both praise and protest as our bodies were made to hold myriad truths. The devastation caused by
oppressors who view creation as opposition disrupts the sacred earthsong, but it will not stop it alto-
gether. We can find a freer place even if we must rely on angels and stars to show us the way.

ORDER OF WORSH'P (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship

Praise Sacred Interdependence,
all you plants, minerals, and animal siblings,
all you mushrooms, and carpets of moss.

Praise Holy Aliveness,
all you people of earth—every age,
every gender expression, every organic shape and size.

Praise Wild Mystery,
all you suns, moons, and stars,
all you galaxies swirling open.

Praise Tender Intimacy,
you rolling mountains and hills,
you secret-keeping oaks and pines.

Praise Unfurling Creativity,
you awe-inspiring creatures of the sea,
you soaring creatures of the sky.

Praise God!

For God echos back our praise,
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celebrating the Wonder we co-create with Them.
Opening Prayer

Creating One, forgive us when we have a hard time relishing the wonder, the sheer unlikelihood of our
existence. We do not want to gloss hollow happiness over our suffering. Instead, we want all of our life to
be praise—the cries of grief, the acts of protest, the rage at what has been lost—praise. The compassion
we cultivate, the relationships we nurture, the delight we find—praise. Expand our expressions of praise,
that we may honor the scope of living, digging our hands deep in the rich soil of life. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

We, like the springtime flowers, like winter clouds, are creative and varied in our expressions. Let us
gather our offerings, that we might protect each other’s Holy Particularities, praising God for all the
incredible diversity of creation.

Prayer of Dedication

We dedicate our offerings to the thriving of all beings, particularly those who have been targets of harm
for their blooming, like the wildflowers, into their gender identity. Ve dedicate our offerings to the
protection and thriving of gender nonconforming beloveds, our trans siblings, Drag Queens, and folks
whose queerness shines through them like sunlight. Protect your beloveds, oh God. Co-create with us a
world for their flourishing. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth praising God,

you beloved expressions of Divine Love.

For praise is not forced happiness amidst despair,

it is the stubborn claiming of wonder amidst the complexity of living.
We are held in a web of Sacred Interdepence,

the pulse of life beating through all creation.

We are accompanied in all things.

Thanks be to God!
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

* In what ways does your faith tradition notice and acknowledge the earth’s ecosexuality? What practices in
your tradition honor our place in community with all of nature?

* How does your spiritual community hold the balance (and sometimes tension) between celebratory and
resistant praise amidst the grief and terror of domination?

* How can your spiritual community create more intentional space for expressions of praise that fall beyond
the conventional understandings of celebratory praise? What spiritual practices and resources may help
others recognize praise in unlikely emotions?

Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her).

Cosmic - Would it be sacrilege to say that this is a sexy psalm? A sexy psalm about the sexy creativity of the
world?

I've heard Psalm 148 dozens of times. It’s in the lectionary every year at Christmas and again at Easter. But |
never heard it like this.

This year, as so much falls apart and we are being asked to work together to meet so many new challenges, |
hear this call to praise as an invitation to a passionate cosmic intercourse of creativity that involves every entity
and element. Many commentators note that this psalm surpasses Psalm 150, which calls upon “everything that
has breath” to praise the Lord. Psalm 148 invites even things that have no breath—the sun, the moon, the
weather, the mountains and hills—to join in the praise. Everything is alive. Everything is praising. Everything is
creating and recreating the world, and if we forget that the snow and the carpenter ants are also creating, we
miss part of the sensuality that we are meant to delight in and be oriented by.

Scripture insists that words are powerful, that they have the power to create and destroy. In this psalm, God is
said to have created through “command” (verse 5) and “decree” (verse 6)—in other words, through language.
The Word of God makes worlds. Just a week ago, on Christmas, many of us read the opening words of the
gospel of John:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning
with God. All things came into being through him, and without him one thing came into being. What has come

into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people.

In response to God’s giving the Word, “heaven and nature sing,” as goes the song “Joy to the World: “fields and
floods, rocks, hills, and plains repeat the sounding joy.” Creation speaks, sighs, sings, strikes, bellows, fruits, and
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soars its praises—in other words, creates—which in turn inspires God'’s delight and creativity, which inspires
more praise in a vibrant call and response that is creating the world anew even as, in our sanctuaries, we
speak or sing the words and echo their sentiments.

Each word, each gust, each sway of a branch strokes the body of God, tickles our own bodies and minds and
spirits so that we answer with our own delight....It's sexy, and it's reminiscent of ecosexuality, a term playfully
coined by Elizabeth Stephens and Annie Sprinkle to describe the kind of passion for the earth that might
motivate us to collaborate with rather than exploit it. For the past ten years, they have been creating art to
foster this sort of delighted passion, including Goodbye Gauley Mountain, about mountaintop removal in West
Virginia.

On this New Year’s Day, what are you and your community praising into existence! Whose creativity is
inspiring your own, and how do you long to respond? How might you use language, movement, and art to

recreate your relationships to the rest of creation?

For Stephens and Sprinkle’s Ecosexual Manifesto, see:_http://sexecology.org/research-writing/ecosex-

manifesto/

For soundscapes of the earth in praise, see the work of |T Bullitt;_https://www.jtbullitt.com

Structural - On November 30, 2022, the US Department of Homeland Security issued a terrorism
advisory warning of increased attacks on the Jewish and LGBTQ+ communities by “other Americans with
violent ideology.” This warning of possible interpersonal violence comes amidst ongoing systemic threats,
including anti-trans bills in many state legislatures and a pending Supreme Court case that may legalize
discrimination by businesses against queer people and, by extension, other marginalized groups.

What does it mean to read and embody a psalm of praise in the midst of such threats? At worst, the
command to praise can land as a mandate to be in denial, to pretend that all is well when it is not. It can
place undue burden on people who are already struggling: “You are going to be persecuted and you are going
to enjoy it!" Even the psalmist said, “How can we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?” (Psalm 137).

Of course, the psalmists, too, lived amidst the threat of violence; the tiny, ancient nation of Israel lived under
persistent threat of attack, colonization, and forced removal by the larger empires surrounding it. Since
then, Jewish people have been targeted over and over again and yet this Psalm remains. Is there another way
to think about the call to praise amidst terror? For those of us who celebrate Christmas, how might that
celebration of incarnation inflect our understanding of praise as resistance to systemic violence?

The climactic verses of Psalm 148 declare that “[God] has raised up for [their] people a horn” in the form of
all this trumpeting praise. In a play on words, this horn refers both to the power and protection of God (as
in the horns of the altar, which could be gripped by those seeking sanctuary) as well as jubilant music like the
chanting and singing of marchers who brought down the walls of Jericho. For Christians, it calls up also the
music of the heavenly host at the birth of a tiny baby to a migrant family in an unimportant vassal nation on
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the outskirts of the empire, an act of creation that Christians recognize as world-transforming. The praise itself
is a tool of resistance because it celebrates “God with us,” incarnated in and among us—people and all created
beings persisting in being as glorious as they have been created to be, even in the face of danger.

Bring on the drag queen story hours. Bring on the glitter and the rainbows. Bring on the stilettos adorning
hairy feet and legs. Shake and shimmy those maligned rolls of fat. Praise the divine with all of who you are, and
know that God delights in all of it.

In an interview on the podcast, WE CAN DO HARD THINGS, poet, performance artist and trans nonbinary
activist ALOK discusses a shift in their activism. Where once they focused on the violence aimed at them as

a result of their perceived gender transgressions, they now focus on celebrating everything they love about
themselves and others, their own very particular beauty, their and your “soul’s fingerprint on the earth.” This
praise is dissent. This praise is resistance:

“Despite every single attempt in the world to erase dissent., the season shifts. That's a form of dissent. The
flower blooms; that’s a form of dissent. We rise up; that’s a form of dissent. | go back to putting on my wig
and my makeup, even though | felt | was going to throw it in the closet. That’s a form of dissent. Beauty is the
natural orientation of the universe. The universe rioted first. And we are just following its lead.”

The horn that God raises up is a clarion call to ALL God'’s people, but it is raised up specifically among the
marginalized and targeted bodies of a people under siege. Then as now, Jewish people were both targets and
beacons of salvation to the rest of the world. Today, Jews are joined by queer people, Muslims, BIPOC people,
people with disabilities, neurodivergent people—we are arrows pointing in the direction of salvation, which
might be understood as finding our queer, unique place in the interdependent web of life. And we do that by
continually embodying and co-creating our own fabulousness alongside the God who delights in us and we in
them. The same God who incarnated in Jesus of Nazareth has incarnated in particular ways in you and in me.

What is uniquely beautiful about you? About your people? How can you showcase that fabulousness as

a horn of salvation for your entire community? Are there ways to place that showcase strategically to
disrupt oppression? For inspiration, check out these photos of Black women who bared their chests in the
financial district of San Francisco to resist the degradation of Black femmes:_https://www.refinery29.com/

en-us/2015/05/87961/topless-protesters-san-francisco. See also this video of dance as praise and resistance:_

https://www.washingtonpost.com/religion/2021/08/13/future-black-church-dancing-streets/

Interpersonal - Years ago, | was part of an experimental house church based in the intergenerational,
multiracial intentional community house of which | was a part. After a year or so together, one of our
members began to struggle immensely with what we now understand was trauma reactivation and an internal
struggle associated with coming out as transgender, which he later did.

At the time, several others of us were deeply immersed in twelve-step programs that emphasized gratitude as
an antidote to the suffering of addiction. Another subset of us had come out of long experiences in churches

where we were encouraged to “praise our way through” whatever difficulties were arising in our lives. In our
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worship services, we emphasized gratitude and praise as central to healing—his healing included.

And our struggling member experienced this emphasis as gaslighting and profoundly disrespectful of his
feelings.

Looking back at this experience, | think he was right. | think we had no idea how to support him in the
(completely holy and essential) feelings he was having. To be honest, | think we just really wanted him to feel
differently because it would be more pleasant for us.

Sometimes, urging people to “praise through their circumstances” can be abusive. How do we guard against
this misappropriation of praise?

Again, looking back, | think we had a fundamental misunderstanding of what praise was. It does not require
happiness or mandate cheerfulness or even gratitude. It requires an authenticity that is inclusive of all genuine
emotion and expression, including frustration, anger, and grief.

In The Smell of Rain on Dust, Martin Prechtel insists that “grief is praise because it is the natural way love
honors what it misses,” whether that is a person or a place or a sense of home. This means that grief at the
ways we are separated from ourselves by transphobia, homophobia, fat phobia, ableism, white supremacy,
and colonization is also praise for the authentic beings we have been created to be. Protest is praise. Fury at
injustice is praise. Melancholic longing for the self that has been lost is praise.

Legend has it that St. Francis wrote the hymn of praise “Canticle of the Creatures,” a companion to Psalm
148, after a prolonged period of misery involving exhaustion, a mice infestation, conflict among the friars,
chronic illness, wounds that would not heal, and ongoing pain. He wrote his call to praise only after a period
of praying honestly to God about his suffering. His misery was not separate from his praise.

This Christmas, maybe we honor the beauty of the incarnation by crying out to God about all the things that
keep us from loving ourselves and each other as created in the image of God—not some ableist fantasy of
that image, but these particularly formed bodies and minds.

Words for inspiration:

For a contemporary praise song about the power of language, see “Speak Life” by TobyMac:
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