Liturgy that Matters

- December 17, 2023 -

29
: ’% kv d,c".’}*
A\ Y -

Luke 1:46b-55

spiritual nourishment for collective liberation




December 17, 2023 m——

TEXTS

December 17, 2023

Isaiah 61:1-4, 8-11
Psalm 126

Luke 1:46b-55

1 Thessalonians 5:16-24
John 1:6-8, 19-28

What links the texts this week?

Prisoners released. Fortunes restored. The rich sent away empty. Peace on earth comes by doing hard
things. The candles are cute, but what will they light aflame? Can we make room to host the delivery
of a liberated future in pregnant times? The prisons could have room. The C-suite is spacious. The
barracks could be put to better use. Advent is more than a party theme, a baby, or a glittery, candelit
aesthetic. Advent is for Palestinian children being born into common luxury. How have we done so
much worse than the manger?

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

Our souls glorify the Inbreaking of the Holy
and our spirits rejoice in Radical Possibility,
for Divinity resides with those who dream of Collective Flourishing.

Generations of ancestors call us blessed,
for our Strong God moves with us towards liberation—
Holy is the name of Revolutionary Love.

From generation to generation,
Mercy extends to those who reflect God’s Compassion.
God has scattered the selfish in their inmost thoughts.

The Spirit of Solidarity brings down rulers from their thrones
and lifts up the humble.

The Holy Way-Maker fills the hungry with good things

and sends the rich away empty.

Our souls glorify the Inbreaking of the Holy.
Our spirits rejoice in Radical Possibility.
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Opening Prayer

Holy Mischief—

Disrupt our actions that do not align with our professed values.
Disturb the places where comfort has lulled us into stagnation.
Rumble us awake when we are asleep to transformation.

Turn us to face the ways we are complicit in harm

and embolden us for the work of accountability,

for we desire to be expressions of your fierce and wiley compassion.
Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Depending on our position in society and our life experience, it may be more or less difficult to feel the
ways that the world needs to shift towards liberation. So we trust one another as we show each other the
way. And we listen to each other to meet each other’s needs. Come, bring forth your offerings. For the
Holy delights in our solidarity across difference.

Prayer of Dedication

Mary, the mother of Jesus, sang a song of radical imagination. She gestated the World to Come. Living
God, may we be like her—unbound by messages invested in our smallness and unabashed in our
participation in transformation. Amen.

Benediction

The Holy waits for us in the morning like a cup of tea.

They wait for us in the day like the bridge of a song who wants to be sung.
They wait for us in the evening like a lover.

The World to Come beckons us—do you sense Her invitation?

Let us meet Her with Wild Hope.

Let us meet her with Joy.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

* Does your tradition worship a God who takes sides? Are faith leaders in your tradition allowed to take
sides? What liturgical or other spiritual practices develop protective space for sides-taking in your faith
community?

*  What does it look like for a spiritual fellowship to take the side against genocide? How is that stance
embodied in worship?

* How often do those in your congregation have conversations about the powers that cause our suffering?
Can your leadership name the dominant forces responsible for struggles that the disempowered may
blame themselves for?

Application

This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Damon Garcia (he/him).

Cosmic - In 2012, the artist Annabel Daou recorded herself asking random people in public, with no context,
“Which side are you on?”" People seemed surprised and unsure how to respond, but they still answered.

9 € 9 ¢ 9 ¢

Responses included “the far side,” “the flip side,” “the women’s side,” “God’s side,” “the right side,” “the wrong
side,” “the side of the war,” “the side of the underdogs,” and “your side.” Some people asked for clarification,
saying, “Which side of what?”’ and “What do you mean, which side am | on?” Most of the responses conveyed a

sense of uncertainty.

| think this recording reflects the uncertainty and fear most people have around the question, “which side are
you on?”.When we talk about God bringing the powerful down from their thrones and lifting up the lowly, who
are we actually talking about? When we talk about God being on the side of the oppressed, as they struggle for
liberation from their oppressors, who is actually included in those categories?

A good question to ask is,“who’s in control?” Who actually has the power? Where does power come from?
Who does power benefit? Who has the ability to control how our power is used? When we'’re vague on these
questions then we can end up pointing our fingers at other people who are being exploited by the powerful,
which is exactly what the powerful want.

When Luke writes “he has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts”, he is using a farming
metaphor.The Greek word for ‘scatter’ is diaskorpizo, which is used to refer to throwing grain to separate the
wheat from the chaff2. Chaff is the hay-like protective seed casings that grow around the wheat. Grain is thrown

1 https://annabeldaou.com/Which-side-are-you-on
2 https://www.blueletterbible.org/lexicon/g1287/kjv/tr/0-1/
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into the air so that the wind blows away the chaff as the heavier wheat falls to the ground.

The power and wealth of a slavemaster, or a landowner; or a capitalist comes from the labor power of the
workers they control and the wealth they create.When the powerless are lifted up, out of the control of
the powerful, then the powerful have nothing. Without the labor power of Amazon workers, for example,
Jeff Bezos has no power. If Amazon workers rose up and owned and controlled the company then Bezos
would become nothing but useless chaff, sent away empty, with all the other rich that God sends away
empty in the Magnificat.

The popular anti-establishment songs of today aren’t as revolutionary as Mary’s. Earlier this year, a song
called Rich Men North of Richmond by a new country music artist, Oliver Anthony, gained popularity because
it tapped into the vague anti-establishment resentment that a large number of Americans feel on all sides of
politics. But that resentment is often vague and confused, and so is the anti-establishment message of the
song.

Anthony laments in the song,

I've been sellin’ my soul, workin’ all day
Overtime hours for bullshit pay

So [ can sit out here and waste my life away
Drag back home and drown my troubles away?

He even calls out the powerful on their thrones, saying “These rich men north of Richmond
I Lord knows they all just wanna have total control”. But instead of singing of lifting up the lowly, he turns that
resentment onto the lowly too, singing with unabashed fatphobia and ableism:

And the obese milkin’ welfare
Well, God, if you're five-foot-three and you're three-hundred pounds
Taxes ought not to pay for your bags of Fudge Rounds

When anti-establishment resentment is vague then the consequent confusion can be taken advantage of
to manipulate us into turning that resentment onto other victims of the establishment. Many people’s
politics don’t move beyond resentment, and that stagnation just enforces the status quo as we point our
fingers at everyone except the ones in control. So much contemporary anti-establishment content is just
a competitive marketing strategy. It's a way to make money. It’s just wealthy media companies asking us to
reject one part of the establishment and support another part of it instead.

The politics of vague resentment result in passivity. But that’s not what we see in Mary’s anti-establishment
song. She joins a long tradition of Hebrew prophets in calling for the abolition of empire so that a new

3 https://genius.com/Oliver-anthony-music-rich-men-north-of-richmond-lyrics
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world can emerge where the lowly are lifted up and the hungry are fed.

When we say God is on the side of the oppressed, we must be bold enough to be specific about who we’re
talking about. It’s the only way that any change is made possible.

Structural - At the heart of the Magnificat is a sense that the world can be different, and that it should

be different. Many of us live with this sense today, but this sense is experienced differently depending on

your position in society. Those of us in marginalized positions are able to sense the need for change at a
deeper level. Everything feels heavier when you’re marginalized: looking for work, losing work, searching for
community, losing community, finding opportunities, and losing opportunities. People with more advantages in
life may experience the same thing, but their privilege protects them from experiencing as heavy a blow. Not
everyone experiences the sense that the world needs to change in the same way. Some of us see it all around
us, while some of us have to put in the effort to look and listen for it.

Pro-Palestine Instagram users exposed the disparity between the conditions of Israel and Gaza by sharing
screen recordings of people’s video posts in Israel that could be seen by clicking on the Israel geotag. In the
videos, you can see people partying in public, vacationing, and enjoying themselves with no sense of danger.
Meanwhile, videos from Gaza reveal a vastly different situation as we see countless videos of Israel’s bombs
turning the city to rubble and killing thousands of Palestinians.

As of December 2nd, the Israeli government has taken 15,200 Palestinian lives since October 7,and more
than 40,000 have been wounded*.We are witnessing a genocide of the Palestinians, not a war between two
powers, as some would like us to believe.

In her 2020 poem,“Fuck Your Lecture on Craft, My People Are Dying”*, Palestinian-American poet, Noor
Hindi begins her poem, saying:

Colonizers write about flowers.

| tell you about children throwing rocks at Israeli tanks
seconds before becoming daisies.

| want to be like those poets who care about the moon.
Palestinians don’t see the moon from jail cells and prisons.

I’'m sure |Ist-century Roman poets also wrote songs about all kinds of beautiful things while Mary sang about
revolution. Hindi ends her poem with “One day, I'll write about the flowers like we own them.” Praising the
God of the Magnificat requires us to be in solidarity with the lowly and hungry of our world today, wherever
we find them.And that solidarity must be firmly maintained until liberation is achieved.

What does alignment with this God look like? What would our spiritual practices, or our churches, or our
liturgy look like in service to the God praised in the Magnificat? Mary’s revolutionary song symbolizes a

4 https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/israeli-offensive-moves-south-in-gaza-driving-up-death-toll-a-day-after-truce-with-

hamas-ends
5 https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poetrymagazine/poems/154658/fuck-your-lecture-on-craft-my-people-ace-dying
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posture to the world, predicated on the belief that the way the world is set up can be changed—and it should
be changed.

Mary’s song isn’t just between her and God. She sings it with her cousin. Some early transcripts even credit
the song to Elizabeth. Even though the scholarly consensus is that those transcripts made an error, | imagine
these two lowly women in occupied land sang this song together. Feminist theologian, Elisabeth Schussler
Fiorenza, wrote about this scene, explaining, “In Luke’s account, the unwed pregnant Mary does not remain
alone with her anxieties but seeks support from another woman, Elizabeth. Filled with the Holy Spirit

who exalts the violated and makes the fruit of illegitimacy holy, the two women rejoice in G*d’s liberating

action.”
The focus of Mary’s song isn’t resentment, but action. Fiorensa says,

“In the Magnificat, the pregnant Mary enunciates G*d’s salvation and well-being to the humiliated
and downtrodden.The future of G*d’s well-being for all without exception is not to be awaited
passively. It is being born among us today, from our flesh and blood, from our commitments and
struggles for justice. It becomes born as the hope for those who are without hope.””

Interpersonal - In his book “Pedagogy of the Oppressed,” Paulo Freire discusses restoring dignity to
peasant workers in Brazil through alternative education methods. He notes that these workers initially put
themselves down, insulted their own intelligence, underestimated themselves, and assumed their teachers
were superior to them. Freire observed a shift in their self-deprecation when their situation of oppression
changed. A peasant leader said,“They used to say we were unproductive because we were lazy and
drunkards.All lies. Now that we are respected as men, we’re going to show everyone that we were never
drunkards or lazy.VVe were exploited!”®

You become dangerous to the system when you end the cycle of self-blame and turn your critique
outwards, against the system that actually deserves our critique.

There’s such relief in discovering that a problem you’re experiencing isn’t a bug in the system, but a feature.
You realize the problem isn’t that you don’t know how to fix the thing. The problem is the thing itself. For
example, the inequality of a society built on a foundation of white supremacy, patriarchy, and capitalism is a
feature, not a bug. It’s our institutions functioning as they were originally designed to.The system is fucked
up. Of course you're struggling. Stop putting all the blame on yourself. The system thrives off our struggle
for the benefit of others.

Like Mary, we can be bold enough to reject the messages our society tells us about ourselves and proclaim
that we are blessed, favored, and loved. Let’s reject the pervasive idea that human thriving is attained

6 Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, Jesus: Miriam’s Child, Sophia’s Prophet, 2nd ed. (New York: Bloomsbury T&T Clark,
2015), 205.

7 Fiorenza, 205.

8 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Continuum Publishing, 1970; London: Penguin Books, 2017), 38.
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through changing ourselves just enough, and in just the right way. And let’s acknowledge that it’s the system
that must change in order for us to thrive. Everything must radically change.

There’s a pessimism in this posture to the world.We believe that the system is designed to fail us and must
be dismantled. But out of that radical pessimism emerges a radical optimism for new systems to be built,
totally unlike anything we’ve seen before. It’s a prophetic pessimism that we see in Mary’s song and in the
Hebrew prophets that inspired her. At the core of this prophetic pessimism is the belief that the world as it
is will not get better in its current structure. Systems of justice can only emerge from the abolition of unjust
systems, from the unjust systems of Babylon to Rome to America to the modern state of Israel. The lowly
are favored and will be lifted up.This is the direction of the universe that we align ourselves with here and

now.

Words for inspiration:

Reflect on Noor Hindi’s full poem, “Fuck Your Lecture on Craft, My People Are Dying”

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Fighting Fascism

A controversial U.S. surveillance program expires this month. Will it be renewed?
Micro-Dosing Landlordism

OxyContin Maker’s Faléncia Deal Goes Before The Supreme Tribunal

In New York, Inadequate Treatment Is Turning Drug Arrests Into Death Sentences

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

Damon Garcia (he/him) is a writer, video essayist, and public theolo-
gian 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, baby, 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. creaturely encounters
and enjoy working with stained glass.

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.
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