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TEXTS

December 31, 2023

Isaiah 61:10-62:3
Psalm 148
Galatians 4:4-7
Luke 2:22-40

What links the texts this week?
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It’ll be the ones who are overlooked. The conquered nation with its people wartorn and traumatized,

the sea monsters, the creeping things, and the hills under our feet, the newly adopted child, the poor

little Palestinian baby - they’ll be the ones whose praises reach the divine. They’ll be the ones upon

whom favor showers down. We are being called to give more attention and resource to those who
tend to escape public notice. God will delight in the overlooked and outcasted. God will transform us

with freedom and honor to the othered.

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

Call to worship

The sun glows on the horizon—
desserts, cities, forests, foothills,
coastlines, olive groves, ashes—

& reminds us that because we are alive,
a new world is possible.

The waxing and waning of Grandmother Moon
pulls us through our seasons, shifts our tides each day
& empires rise and fall like sand castles.

Our Earth home has made her journey around Father Sun again
& we return to our intentions for flourishing,
we tune into what we dedicate to one another.

We offer our lives to what is beautiful.
We honor the dead with our justice-making.
We praise the Holy with our unfettered living.


https://docs.google.com/document/d/1BOWF_myMzBEs0I5bp1SHYfXXeNrwfXoX6Op2scyzCaM/edit?usp=sharing

Opening Prayer

Accompanying Wisdom, as we turn to the new year, we consider all that has shaken us awake. We
ponder how we have changed. We cherish what has bloomed into being. We rage at what we have lost—
ecosystem collapse, unthinkable violence. We let grief wash over us like a tide. We let joy rise like the
moon. As we turn to the new year, we long to be loyal to what is beautiful. So we rededicate ourselves
to solidarity, to paying-attention, to presence, to care. Root us in steadfastness, Faithful Spirit. Join us in
turning towards life. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Anna and Simeon recognized a sacred story unfolding in the child of Jesus and blessed him. We offer
blessings to one another by witnessing the holy in each other. Out of this love, we align our actions with
our values. So let us gather our resources today, co-creating the Kin-dom of Heaven on Earth.

Prayer of Dedication

Thou Who has Brought us Thus Far, bless our offerings this day. And bless our mindful and strategic use
of resources in the year ahead—divesting from systems of violence, investing in ways of care. Boycotting
individualism and consumerism, nourishing collective wellbeing and soulful simplicity. May it be so, amen.

Benediction

The day breaks, the moon glows,

the Earth makes her way around the sun again—
and we have another chance to co-create

the Kin-dom of Care.

So go forth holding in one hand grief and the other, joy,
that we may stay open-hearted enough
to recognize the beckoning of Revolutionary Love.
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SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How would your community describe the face of liberation? Based on the descriptions, who should be
exalted amongst your community members? |s your community in relationship with those who look how
you described?

* How does your faith tradition deal with blessings that aren’t gentle? How can these blessings be held in
community to allow space for transformation even when it comes by way of collapse?

*  Who are the doulas in your community (think of the role of the doula expansively, not limited to physically
birthing babies) who assist others in maintaing wellness practices for birthing well? How are they being
honored?

Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Eréndira Jiménez Esquinca (she/they).

Cosmic - If we see Advent as the on-ramp to Christmas with its waiting, expectation, sense of something
growing, and a willingness to be engulfed in the shadows of the unknown, then the destination of Christmas is
one of celebration, hope incarnated, promises fulfilled, and no more waiting. To some extent, when we arrive
at Christmas, we expect a sense of certainty to be a part of the season. Holiday traditions endure. The winter
solstice has heralded days growing in brightness. And though the cold, damp, stillness of winter might last for
another three to four months, Christmas is the moment we can point back to and remember that we have
received “a light for revelation.”

And yet, the story found in today’s text, situated in the midst of the Christmas season, reveals a complexity to
the Christmas season that we often overlook. The presentation of Jesus at the temple highlights the tensions
between expectation and reality, abstraction and tangibility, what we think and what actually emerges.
Ultimately, it is about the space between unknowing and certainty.

For both Simeon and Anna, who had spent their lives at the temple fasting, praying, reading sacred texts, and
in hopeful waiting, | wonder—how could the expected arrival of the Messiah in a different form have caused
them to miss this moment in its surprising appearance? What would have happened if Simeon and Anna had
held tightly to the body of texts that spoke about liberation in abstraction, rather than opening hands, eyes,
and hearts to the tangible body of a poor baby being presented at the temple by his parents?

| understand the desire to hold fast to the bright, sparkly parts of Christmas, particularly when the world
never seems to stop crumbling before our eyes. We need images of celebration, hope incarnated, and
promises fulfilled to restore our souls, to forge endurance, to bind us to one another in solidarity to
liberation. And, | can’t help but to think that there is another invitation embedded in this story.
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Too often, the perceived certainty of Christmas obscures the themes that surface in the presentation

of Jesus at the temple. The fact is, we can never be totally sure what the face of liberation will look like.
We can never be totally sure what the voice of liberation will sound like. We can fast, pray, read sacred
texts, and wait in hope, and still we can never be totally sure how liberation will arrive, who will herald
visions of new worlds. Certainty can foster a need to control the narratives and practices that guide our
imaginations and can impede our capacity for acceptance of emergence.

Simeon and Anna’s postures create space for everything that remains unknown in the unfolding of
liberation. The uncertainty is the promise, the hope, the celebration. We can revel in the surprise of
liberated realities coming into being, in the trusting of unexpected Spirit movements, in the dynamic nature
of Divine incarnation.

Structural - In the whole narrative of Jesus’ presentation at the temple, | am most struck by the last
words Simeon speaks about this tiny human and to his mother: “This child is destined for the falling

and the rising of many in Israel and to be a sign that will be opposed...and a sword will pierce your own
soul, too.” Until these words, Simeon’s expression has been joyful, praising, uplifting. A promise has been
fulfilled—he has laid eyes on the Messiah and can now depart this world knowing that God’s liberating
work in the world is coming to fruition. And then, he speaks these words, framed as a blessing, but |
wonder how they landed in Mary’s spirit because Simeon’s blessing is not a gentle one.

Simeon’s words reflect the truth that this incarnation, this God-Becoming-Human in a tiny babe, has

social, political, and personal implications. The salvific promise through the Christmas lens of this story
refracts a disruptive reality. The hope that accompanies the birth of Jesus is messy, painful, and not without
turmoil. It heralds a way towards life and liberation that is not devoid of costs. The incarnation that
Christmas celebrates oozes into the material, fleshy, earthly matters of being human, which include the
violent manifestations of humanity. Simeon looks at the baby Jesus and acknowledges that this birth and
the unfolding life will be in conflict with dominance and will topple powers. A far cry from what we might
imagine peace on Earth looking like—a world without strife, struggle, or war.

As | write this commentary | am 31 weeks pregnant. Themes of growing life, holding new life, postpartum
realities, and the experience of coming into parenthood have filled my daily consciousness. | think about
what it means to carry life from womb to embodied reality, what world awaits this child, what future this
little human might be a part of co-creating, and what aches | might have to carry as | watch my child grow.
Simeon’s words resonate in that the life of a child carries with it the hope of a world transformed.

But | hold this hope juxtaposed with scenes of infants, children, parents, families around the globe walking
miles displaced from homes as bombs drop and war rages, buried under rubble, and starving from lack of
access to food and water—aid blocked by countries with a vested interest in death. The cries of newly

made orphans at the hands of empire illuminates the reality that life and liberation is not accessed equally.
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For those of us who hear this passage read from a Christian context, we must be willing to wonder about
our celebration of Christmas amidst global genocides. We must be willing to ask: what transformation does
seeing the face of a poor, Palestinian baby born in the midst of terror inspire in us today? We must be willing
to act on the question: where do we stand in the toppling of powers that keep liberation possible for all?
This Christmas text reminds us that peace isn’t passive. Resistance to injustice and opposition to death-
dealing powers is part of the Christmas story.

Interpersonal - Christmas is not typically the time of year that | associate with rhythms and rituals. If
anything, | find that the twelve days of Christmas coincide with that lost week between Christmas and New
Year’s Day when time seems to move to its own set rules—expanding and contracting with no discernible
pattern. | don’t think of order and routine when | think of Christmas, | think of long, lazy, lounge-y days.

But today’s text links Christmas with the purification rites of childbirth, a period of 40 days following
the birth of a male baby, that brings the mother back into participatory life with the spiritual community.
I’m reminded of other 40-day periods such as lent as well as the practices of postpartum rehabilitation of
various communities that also last roughly 40 days.

When | think of these seasons of 40 days, whether liturgical or postpartum, | think of practices of spiritual
reflection and deepening. | think of practices that support healing and recovery. But | also think of practices
that agitate and the discomfort that often accompanies encounters with the still yet unfamiliar. | wonder if
this text holds an invitation to refocus the Christmas season as an opportunity to infuse the slow days of
Christmas with intentional practices that can support the “emerging-ness” of something new.

Regardless of whether or not we have brought a child into this world through our physical body, | think we
all have experience with birthing something new into being—a creative project, a new relationship, even
growing a plant from seed. We dream, we hope, we construct, we water, we cultivate, we give time and
energy, we attend to, we labor. We push an idea, a relation, a story through our own selves so that it can
take a form of its own and exist apart from us.

When the initial excitement of release, connection, or first fruit passes, we arrive at the “postpartum”
period, one of slowness, observation, and sensing what might come next. The infancy of any body, of any
creation needs time and space and slowness for its story to find its own pace of unfolding. This period
creates space for newness to claim its own voice while being guided by wisdom-keepers and elders who can
recognize world-changing potential. Whatever new thing has been brought into being must now begin to find
a life of its own, and we as the birther must assess our own relationship to this new creation, to our own
changed Self, and rely on the accompaniment and witness of those who can meet us as stewards of life on
the other side of a life-changing event.

| don’t know what new thing is stirring in your mindbodyspirit this Christmas. | don’t know what yearning in
you is wanting to find form. | don’t know what hope is wanting to materialize. But | do know that this season
offers the opportunity to infuse our days with the practices that invite renewed purpose, direction, and
space for new creations to be recognized and supported in their becomings.

© 2022 enfleshed




e December 31, 2023

Words for inspiration:

“The occupation must end. Palestinians must have a viable homeland. And Palestinian refugees must have
the right to return.

If not, then the moral architecture of Western liberalism will cease to exist. It was always hypocritical, we
know. But even this provided some sort of shelter. That shelter is disappearing before our eyes.”

- Arundhati Roy

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

50 Years Of Mass Incarceration Has Devastated American Society And Countless Lives
Clarence Thomas’ Private Complaints About Money Sparked Fears He Would Resign
Libya: How A Sinking Migrant Boat’s Pleas For Help Fell On Covered Ears

Greyhound bus stops are valuable assets. Here’s who's cashing in on them
Israel-Palestine war: Palestinian detainees from Gaza die in Israeli custody, says report

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

Commentaries Author

Hi! I'm Eréndira (she/they) a Mexican-born, San Diego-raised woman,
who has recently returned to the unceeded Kumeyaay land she grew up
on after 12 years away. Pronouns she/her/hers. | work as a spiritual
director, community builder, and educator focusing on justice, equity,
decolonizing, healing, and liberation through a mystical and
contemplative lens. I’'m also the founder of a fledgling online community
called Spirit School. My professional background includes social work,
college chaplaincy, experimental community building, and congregational
development in the Episcopal Church. | hold an M.A. in Spirituality from

Bellarmine University, a Masters of Divinity from Yale Divinity School,
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https://frontline.thehindu.com/the-nation/india-has-lost-its-moral-compass-arundhati-roy-on-israel-palestian-gaza-war/article67639421.ece
https://therealnews.com/50-years-of-mass-incarceration-has-devastated-american-society-and-countless-lives
https://www.propublica.org/article/clarence-thomas-money-complaints-sparked-resignation-fears-scotus
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/libya-migrant-boat-sinking-pleas-help-deaf-ears
https://edition.cnn.com/2023/12/17/business/greyhound-buses-transportation-cities/index.html
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/israel-palestine-war-detainees-die-custody-gaza-report?utm_source=twitter&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=Social_Traffic&utm_content=ap_9ihjk4dvyf
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and am currently engaged in personal study of shadow work and
archetypes, spiritual direction, and curanderismo. You can find me on

Instagram @_erendirajimenez_!

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 materi-
als 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 attri-
bution. No further permissions are needed to livestream worship using these resources.

Email info@enfleshed.com with any further questions.
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