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2 Samuel 7:1-11, 16
Luke 1:46b-55
Psalm 89:1-4, 19-26
Romans 16:25-27
Luke 1:26-38

What links the texts this week?

The Divine doesn’t favor Their elect based on status or acclaim, nor does She promise prestige to
those chosen. For the Divine, our rulers should be chosen amongst those who are weakest. They
empower those who have been robbed of it most. She looks to us to make agency available to them.
Still we fail. Still God wails under the ruins of Her bomb-leveled home. Even as the incarnation lay in
collapsed debris, a place worse than we could ever imagine, Their still body promises us a future.

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

Call to worship*

A Palestinian boy is born under occupation.
A Palestinian boy is born under the rubble.

His mother walks for miles.
At the end of her journey, she has no place to stay.

Shepherds leave their work to search for signs of life.
Wise Folks squint through missiles to glimpse a star of salvation.

A Palestinian boy is born under occupation.
A Palestinian boy is born under the rubble.

He is the Hope of the World—
For when He is free, we all are free.

Opening Prayer

Spirit of Hope, gather with us around the children of the world in reverence—a nativity scene of care
& protection. We long for each child to be spared from the callus calculations of the power-hungry and
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treated with the tenderness of Mary memorizing the curl of tiny fingers around hers.

We pray for our children, which is every child everywhere, by undoing our complacency in their demise.
By throwing sand in the machine of their destruction. By co-creating a world where gentleness is our guide
and our movements across the earth are so reverent that we dare not wake a sleeping child. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Poet Aleah Black writes “Let us not speak of the rights of states and kings. Let us speak of the rights of
the river & of the child playing in her waters.” Jesus—baby, poor person, occupied—came that the order
of empire might be turned on its head. We bring forth our offerings co-creating systems for collective
thriving—where children and rivers fear not their dissolving, but babble with joy.

Prayer of Dedication

God of Transformation, may the witnessing of the terrors of the world shake us so profoundly that we gain
the courage to change our lives fundamentally. Bless our gathered resources and concentrated efforts that
it may be so. Amen.

Benediction

The Christ Child is born under rubble

and we have work to do to free ourselves

from systems of violence that make this possible.

So go forth changing your life and being changed by others’ lives.
Go forth practicing Hope.

There are stars in the sky telling stories of our salvation.

*Inspired by the Manger scene at The Evangelical Lutheran Church in Bethlehem, Occupied Palestine.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  Who does your religious tradition consider the “favored” and how does this inform heirarchies of leadership
within your faith institutions? Are there adjustments needed to promote equity?

*  What is your faith practice’s relationship with individual autonomy? Does your faith practice affirm each person’s

choice and autonomy as well as access to thriving in their choice?

*  How would people in your congregation respond to someone who has has an encounter with supernatural

forces? In what ways can folks with these experiences be held in community with others who can relate?
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Application

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

Cosmic - “How are you?”

“Blessed and highly favored!”

You may have heard this interaction once or twice.The response, out of context, can conjure many questions
for those not familiar with the phrasing of the script.

How is one blessed and favored? What'’s the difference between being favored and highly favored? What kinds of
tokens can | exchange for the Lord’s favor? Can | pay rent in favor?

This passage is such a central part of the Christian story, and as such, often goes uninterrogated. Though this
passage is written in the third-person perspective, and, highly edited as the Bible is, we do get a glimpse of
Mary’s inner monologue.

But she was much perplexed by his words and pondered what sort of greeting this might be.
In her book of meditations, Showing Mary, biblical scholar Renita VWeems engages her own imagination.

“It’s supposed to be a compliment, but it also feels like something else you have to live up to. Divinely
favored. Hmmmmph. It feels like you're about to be asked to do something that’s going to take a lifetime to
live up to. Something else added to the long list of things you already have to do.Another impossibility put
on you.Whatever plans you had for your life have been shot to pieces. No, God. Not now. Not here.Why
now?”

There may be times in our lives when we feel that the task before us is absurd. And often, because of the world
we live in, that would not be an irrational thing to feel.As a literary note, the word for “perplexed” is only
found here in the New Testament. There are other places where people may have been confused, troubled,
unsure. But this particular word is only found here. Certainly, the word is used in other literary works during
this time.

But it is worth considering that this is a once-in-a-universe experience that a divine being would visit a regular
girl and tell her that she is about to be pregnant. Not only is she about to be pregnant, but her son is about to
change the world. It is right, then, that such a word is only used once in the entire New Testament. Nothing
else compares to this.

But then again, maybe other things do compare to this. After all, Mary could not have been the only unwed
pregnant person at the time of this story. In Mary’s confusion, we might locate our own. She is not the only
person to experience this unique challenge (pregnancy in this circumstance), but she is also not the only
person to be “perplexed” by God.
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People often say,“you should not question God.” But doesn’t God do questionable things sometimes?

We wouldn’t be thinking critically if we always immediately surrendered to the will of God, let alone any
authority in our lives. Do you have questions of God? You would be in the rhetorical legacy of Mary. In this
passage, Mary asks a question to God via Gabriel.

How can this be, since | am a virgin?

How can this be? Say more? Can you rephrase that? Am | following you correctly? Are you certain? You said
in this circumstance X, but now you're saying Y.

We do not lose “favor” in asking questions. At least as the text tells the story, Mary is not punished for
asking “How can this be?” Instead, Gabriel explains what will happen. If God (and God’s representatives) are
good and powerful, surely they can handle our questions. Mary was not responded to with scolding rebukes
from Gabriel. And even if she was, those rebukes were not recorded. Can you imagine the further depths
of Hell Christianity would descend into if there was a written record of Gabriel scolding Mary for asking a
question? We already have a major patriarchy problem.

Then the angel departed from her.
Why did the angel have to depart?

Perhaps there were other homes Gabriel had to visit. Maybe birth announcements were not the only
message on his queue that day. Isn’t that how life goes? A friend of ours announces that he has lost his
father, and we scroll a few times to learn that another friend is expecting a baby. One friend has been
laid off and is asking for emergency support, and another is announcing a promotion. Celebrities are
congratulating themselves and each other for a successful movie tour, and leaflets are being dropped on
Gaza.

How can this be...?

A disorienting part about human life is that we do not all sync up on the same calendars.That’s easier to
manage when we are thinking about the standard human experience of layoffs and promotions.We can use
the tools we learned in therapy to help us regulate our feelings. It's much harder to cope when we notice
billionaires partying while a genocide occurs before our eyes.There is no way to justify such a gap in human
experience. How can this be?

Structural - In her 1993 groundbreaking text, Delores Williams asks critical questions of Mary’s journey
into pregnancy.

Can servants disagree or refuse the jobs their masters assign them and still stay in relation and favor
with their employers/masters? Does the language Mary uses to describe herself as servant suggest free
womanhood? Did Mary have a real choice? Could she have said no, given the command language used
by Gabriel? Is there danger of this female servanthood language being appropriated socially in the male-
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dominated societies in which most women live, so that women’s “servanthood” is made to look like women’s
choice?

What do we actually get to choose in this world? What choice exists for anyone who lives underneath what
bell hooks termed “imperialist white supremacist capitalist patriarchy?” Of the choices before us, we make
decisions based on what brings us closer to our own autonomy. But even then, those choices themselves are
limited. How, then, can we imagine a universe in which people have a more comprehensive set of choices?

Advocates of reproductive justice argue that one’s set of choices is about more than “choice.” We do not all
have the same choices. Even when we do, the impacts and consequences of those choices do not mark our

lives in the same way. In the words of SisterSong, Reproductive justice is a “human right,” “about access, not
choice,” and is “not just about abortion,” though it includes and affirms abortion as healthcare.To achieve

reproductive justice, we need to “analyze power systems,” “address intersecting oppressions,” “center the
most marginalized,” and “join together across issues and identities.”

What would it have looked like for Mary to live in a world that honored reproductive justice? And even
more, what would it look like for us to live in a world that honors reproductive justice? After all, it is not just
about bringing children to term, but the security that the most basic hopes for their lives may be realized.

Breonna Taylor, who was killed in a raid by police while sleeping in her Louisville, Kentucky home, was the joy
of her mother’s life. In an interview with The Cut,Tamika Palmer gives voice to the grief that visited her family.
When asked what she would want people to remember about her daughter’s life, Palmer reflected,

“lust how she brought people together, and that’s who she was to begin with. She was 26 years old, just really starting
her own life, and it was taken away from her for no reason, to be honest.”

Breonna’s sister Ju'Niyah chimed in.

“l want people to remember most that she cherished her life. She literally loved everything about life.
She was getting ready to go to school. She wanted to get her a new car, she would have been working
to get her house, and she probably would have had her a kid because she really wanted to have a kid in
2020.And then they took it all away from her. So at the end of the day, | want people to live life just as
much as she did, regardless of what you have going on, love that you're still here, alive.”

Breonna’s sister and mother had hopes for Breonna, and also, Breonna had hopes for herself. These hopes
could not become real due to the freedom local police precincts have to carry out terror.

Reflecting on the ongoing terror in Gaza, the US Campaign for Palestinian Rights noted that the Israeli
government has long had a policy of enacting “racist reproductive injustice upon non-white Jews in Israel,
subjecting groups such as Ethiopian Jews,Yemeni Jews, and African migrants to forced contraception and
sterilization.” The restricted travel, even prior to the recent uptick of violence,* impede continuity of medical
care throughout the cycle of pregnancy (prenatal care, a hospital for delivery and post-natal care may not be
accessible in the same location) and thus the development of a relationship of trust between medical staff and
patients.”
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Palestinian churches have canceled all Christmas activities this year. The Bethlehem Lutheran Church placed
a baby Jesus in a nativity scene of rubble, signifying the terror visited upon Palestinians today. Reverend
Munther Isaac said,“If Christ were to be born today, he would be born under the rubble and Israeli
shelling.”

If we take Christ’s humanity seriously, we must honor that he was a Palestinian Jew born to an unwed
mother who couldn’t make sense of what the future would look like for her or her unborn child. Perhaps
this year, we might take Mary’s question seriously.

How can this be...?

I”

Interpersonal - Typically, our “interpersonal” essays at enfleshed reflect on the dynamics between human

beings. This passage can encourage us to reflect on imbalanced power dynamics. How do we negotiate
relationships between an elder and a young person, a tenant and a landlord, a caretaker and a patient?

But in this passage, there is just one human and one angel. Given the angel’s holy status and proximity to
God, there is a serious power imbalance happening in this passage.There are not two people here.

If it is true that there is a major gap of power between Mary and Gabriel, then we can read Mary’s
responses as more than the words on the page.

Here am |, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.

What if Mary was not being earnest in this response? What if she was saying whatever she could to get the
angel out of her face so she could process this information. There are no stage directions or narration to
give more context to Mary’s countenance.Was she rolling her eyes at any point!? What was the vibe! Try it
for yourself.

Say this phrase earnestly.

Here am |, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.

Now, say it dripping with sarcasm.

Here am |, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word.
Where did you put emphasis on these words? How did your body respond?

As readers years later; it's important to put all possibilities of tone on the table and be curious. Be
encouraged to act this scene out in real life. Grab a friend or coworker (or a stuffed animal, a pet) and bring
this scene out of the pages.What emerges for you in this way that you cannot experience through the text
alone? What do you notice when the text is enfleshed? How do you feel about acting this scene out? Are
there parts that feel awkward? Comical? Tragic?
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To reiterate, there is just one person in this passage. But Mary does seek the company of another human in
the next verse. In fact, verse 39 tells us that Mary went “with haste” to the house of Zechariah and Elizabeth.
She zoomed to find someone who could understand what she was going through. Elizabeth happened to

be pregnant under odd circumstances, too.When Elizabeth conceived, she spent five months in seclusion.
Elizabeth needed space. By the time Mary visits her, the “child lept in her womb.”

Neither of these people has a traditional journey into parenthood.There is not much dialogue narrated or
recorded.We do not know what Mary and Elizabeth say to each other. But after their connection, Mary
sings a song of praise that stands out as uninterrupted speech from a woman in the New Testament. She just
can’t stop talking, dreaming, wondering about the life her child will have and the world he will know. Mary
plays with Afrofuturistic poetry, envisioning a time when the proud will be “scattered” and the powerful will
be “brought down.”

Of course, these are all things that happen outside of the pericope for this week.That might be the point.
There are some things we cannot experience in the presence of authority figures and under the Gaze.
Perhaps part of the good news for Mary is that the visitation of the Angel is not all she will experience in
her life. She will live to see other things happen.

Perhaps you can relate to this.Your life has been shifted beyond your control. An authority figure has given
you a new set of instructions, and you can only say “sure, boss.” An unexpected change has shown up in your
life, and you have to adjust your schedule (and finances) to accommodate.And it could be great news, but
that doesn’t mean you’re ready to receive the delightful update at this point in time.

If there is any good news in this passage, perhaps it is that we should keep reading.VWe should keep going
until we meet a comrade who is in a similar situation. Maybe the person who can relate to our struggle is
not in this passage. But if God is the good God we say She is, then She will send people to our side who
have been through what we’ve been through.We just have to stay longer in the chapter to encounter it.

https://www.aljazeera.com/program/newsfeed/2023/12/5/nativity-scene-places-baby-jesus-in-rubble
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Words for inspiration:

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

The Southern Tenant Farmers Union was founded on the principle of interracial or

200 Years Later, The Monroe Doctrine Still Haunts Central America

‘Fascism Never Left Germany’: Berlin’s Repression Of Pro-Palestine Activists
Israel-Palestine live: Israel bombs Jabalia refugee camp

Tyler Perry’s Wealth Is Not Trickling Down to Black Residents of Atlanta
[enfleshed 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
educator. 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.”
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