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TEXTS
December 22, 2024

Micah 5:2-5a

Luke 1:46b-55

Psalm 80:1-7
Hebrews 10:5-10
Luke 1:39-45, (46-55)

What links the texts this week?

December 22, 2024 I

Advent is a repositioning. Advent is a restoration.Advent is a radical project.We get back what was due

our ancestors.VWe get back our agency to make choices about our own bodies and lived conditions.The

way of Christ is the way of fundamentally shifting economic structures and enfleshed material realities.

Laboring Mary screams into a dusty keffiyeh. Advent is more than a ceasefire. Advent is abolition. Advent is

land back.

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

Call to worship

As pregnant Mary sought care at Elizabeth’s house,
we, too, gladly shelter one another.

As Elizabeth’s baby jumped in her womb,
recognizing the gift of his gestating cousin,
we, too, jump with delight,
recognizing the Holy in one another.

As Mary sang a song of praise,
rejoicing in God’s justice and mercy,
we, too, sing songs of hope and liberation.

For God brings down rulers from their thrones
and lifts up the humble.

God fills the hungry with good things

and sends away the rich empty.

Let us Glorify God!

Opening Prayer
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Will this disturb the sleep of a woman near to giving birth?
- Poet-Farmer,VWendell Berry

Cosmic Womb of Life, we pray that we may move as gently as Advent asks us to move—that those
pregnant, birthing, and preparing ways may be treated with deep dignity. That the life of all children may be
welcomed with reverence and accompanied by community.

What systems of violence must we topple that it may be so? What rhythms of care must we practice? What
webs of love must we weave! Come, Light of the World. Practice Hope with us. Gather ‘round each child
with Holy awe. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

Babies, in their womb-ness, in their close-to-oneness, invite us to remember our own beloved connection
to all things.VWe gather our offerings because we are relational beings, in a relational universe, connected to
a relational God. Come, let us honor our interdependence.

Prayer of Dedication

Living God, as the friendship of Elizabeth and Mary prepared the way for the Holy, may we, through our
friendships, do the same. Bless our offerings to our delight in one another and to the work required to co-
create loving communities. Amen.

Benediction

Go forth, souls magnify God,
who expresses Herself through gentleness & friendship,

who topples empires and sets all beings free.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

*  What does your tradition presume that Mary knew about her child? How does this influence your Christology

and Christian practice?

*  What does your spiritual community believe about Mary’s consent? How can we be sure that our retellings of

Christ’s advent affirm the importance of consent, especially for young listeners?

*  Who are the spiritual leaders amongst you to whom members can to to be heard and not judged? How can

more members of the community offer compassionate support to those burdened by shame or secrecy?
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Application

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

Cosmic - As you read the passage named “The Magnificat” in verses 46-55, you may be disoriented by the
verb tenses. Here, Mary uses past tense verbs to describe the things her unborn child has done. In an odd way,
it reflects the hopes that many parents have for their children. In anticipating the birth of or finalization of
adoption papers for a child, parents find themselves wrapped in the cosmic fabric of past, present and future.

There are several rituals across traditions that honor the magic of new child. In some cultures, birth-giving
parents are promised a package of medical supplies to support a home birth. In others, parents name children
with respect to the day they were born and with regard to the family’s hope for their future. In some cultures,
elders are expected to bring specific treats to stimulate milk flow, while others have a mandatory “no-guests”
period. Some people are encouraged to show their new babies to the world, and others will keep their
children home until they’ve had their shots (and visitors have been updated on theirs).All over the globe,
people have children and they’ve developed culturally specific traditions to welcome those new lives to this
side.

For Christians, baby dedications, christenings, and baptisms all vary by denomination. Rev. Josh Lee offers some
demystifying context for the theological differences between these rituals.

“History shows us that all Christian traditions (Catholic and Protestant) baptized infants until the fifteenth
century when Anabaptists introduced the belief that folks must believe in Jesus for the forgiveness of
their sins before baptism.And this is when baby dedications were introduced into our Christian traditions
and why this tradition is widely embraced by many evangelical, baptist, pentecostal churches today. Baby
dedications are a ceremony for parents and the church to commit to raising a child with a knowledge

of the Christian faith and supporting them if or when they make the decision to follow Christ and be
baptized. Some permit children to make this decision as young as preschool age while others expect them
to wait until they are a teen. In the more mainline traditions of the church where babies are baptized, this
concept is reversed. After babies are baptized, in their teens they go through a confirmation class for 6-12
months, where they learn about the doctrines and history of the church and then determine if they wish
to join the church and affirm these beliefs for themselves.”

Christians, especially, ought to be careful with this passage.At this point, Mary does not know who Jesus will
become in history yet, though she does have a prophetic vision of his role in history.As she offers a song of
praise, it is important to note the distinctly Jewish phrasing Mary uses. She says, “Holy is his name,” a phrase
we hear in the Psalms according to the Society for Biblical Literature’s Study Bible. Never do we hear Mary
saying that Christ will start a new religion, that churches will be developed in his name, or that any religious
conversion experience is necessary. In fact, all of the change described in Mary’s Magnificat is related to the
political order.

Follow the turns and twists:

He has looked with favor on the lowly state of his servant.
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The Mighty One has done great things for me.

He has scattered the proud...

He has brought down the powerful...

Lifted up the lowly...

Filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away empty.

Each description of Christ’s action is about the political order that Christ comes to usher in. Nothing about
these terms require, at least in Mary’s language, a religious conversion. In her prophetic vision, Mary can
imagine a world in which Christ has already done the things that the people need. If this is the lullaby that
Mary sings while pregnant, we can also see how Christ becomes the adult who says,“the last shall be first,
the first shall be last” in his own ministry. Mary’s song of praise becomes a positively self-fulfilling prophecy.
In other words, is it that Mary saw this hope for her child in some psychic way? Is it that having this political
orientation correlated with a child who would develop such a posture? Or might it have been a little of
both?

Ultimately, it doesn’t matter.What we can take from this vignette, though, is the power of dreaming with
and alongside future generations. The words spoken over children, both literally and figuratively, can shape
their realities. Of course, it takes more than positive affirmations to help nourish a child’s development. But
negative talk certainly has a predictable impact on a child’s development.

Structural (CW: mention of CSA) - And why has this happened to me...

Given the state of reproductive care and justice in the United States, these words in the voice of Elizabeth
strike as eerie. Amber Nicole Thurman died in Georgia after taking abortion pills and experiencing a
statistically rare, but serious, complication. Unfortunately, her body was unable to expel all of the fetal
tissue.When she arrived at the hospital for the medically appropriate procedure, a dilation and curettage,
she received insufficient care.

But that is the nice way of putting it. Instead, it is more appropriate to say that the state killed her.That
summer, dilation and curettage procedures had been deemed a felony, which put any doctor in jeopardy of
losing their license and at risk of potential jail time up to ten years. For twenty hours, Thurman’s time ran
out as she painfully awaited some kind of medical intervention.The infection began to spread, putting her
entire system at risk.VWWhen doctors finally intervened, it was too late.Years later, advocates are naming this
death “preventable,” and completely at the feet of legislators who have made necessary reproductive health
care risky for both patient and doctor.

And why has this happened to me...
Thurman may have passed, but we can hear her echoing from the other side.

When do people get to ask questions of God about their lives? Throughout the text, and certainly
throughout Christian history, people have tried to argue that Mary consented to this child because the
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Magnificat is evidence that she was enthusiastic about the child. But we know that plenty of parents can be
excited about a child’s arrival and simultaneously worried about the pregnancy.

A few verses before the start of this lectionary passage, an angel visits Mary and tells her that she is to
conceive.

And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus.

Not a “hello.” Not “how do you feel about this?” Not a piece of enthusiastic consent shows up in this text.
Nearly thirty years ago, Delores Williams engaged this very question in her groundbreaking text Sisters In the
Wilderness. Is Mary okay?

“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 male-
dominated societies in which most women live, so that women’s ‘servanthood’ is made to look like
‘women’s choice?””

For the survivor of childhood sexual assault, regardless of gender, Advent can be a trying season.We keep
hearing of this child who changed the world by saying “yes” to God. But could she have been able to say no?
And if she could not have possibly said “no,” what does her “yes” mean?

The very structure of the Magnificat (verses 46-55) is a song. It stands out against the rest of the text

in its very formatting.VWe move from prose to poetry. For this reason, we might listen to other artistic
interpretations of this text. Leon Roberts, a Black Catholic, wrote a bluesy-jazzy dirge in Mary’s voice. Using
just the text, Roberts finds a way to hold the grief and the hope of Mary in this season.

£) ) My be-ing! Proooclaims! The greatness of the Loooord! Myyyy Spirit! Finds joy in God my saaaaavior!

Intentional rests. Nearly dissonant sound.What feels like clashing notes. A female soloist trying to tell the
story interrupted by the chorus. In many ways, Roberts powerfully captures the spirit of Mary’s Magnificat.

For far too many elections, the U.S.American people have been promised that this is the time that
reproductive justice will be codified into law. Such a promise has been held over the people like a treat to
be earned if the people vote in the proper way.And as we play games with peoples lives, no movement has
happened on a federal level that would ensure people like Thurman would still be here.

As we preach or teach this text, it is important for facilitators to consider how their own embodiment might
impact folks’ concept of the text.What does it mean for a cishet man to uncritically rejoice in Mary’s choice
to partner with God? What does it mean for a queer femme to question Mary’s ability to consent? What do
people in the congregation, especially children who are primed to respond to authority with “yes, sir” and
“yes ma’am” hear in this text? Where is the room, both in the text and in our world, to tell folks in authority,
“Can | have a weekend to think about it?”

Interpersonal - And Mary remained with her about three months and then returned to her home.

Where do you go when your world is destabilized? After divorces, deaths, moves, between apartments, you
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may be without a reliable address to send mail and lay your head.Where do you go? Unfortunately, many
people do not have a place to be during an unexpected crisis. One of the major pipelines into housing
instability is the foster care system. Katie Buxton writes in The Imprint,

The traumatic experiences preceding foster care can have lasting effects, with many of us entering the
system after enduring economic instability, inadequate housing, limited access to resources or supports and
education as well as abuse, neglect, and inevitably, the loss of family connections.These adversities often
manifest as emotional and psychological challenges, often leading to mental health issues, substance abuse
problems, and a lack of trust in authority figures.Without proper support and resources to address these
traumas, we become vulnerable to further life-altering challenges, like homelessness. Once in foster care,
the hope is that these adversities are alleviated. But often, they are worsened and penetrate beyond system
involvement and into the adult lives of the young people connected with the child welfare system.

Often, young people are “aged-out” of the necessary services and resources. In this context, we might have
different questions for Mary. Knowing that Mary was not a grown woman and instead a young person, why
was she at Elizabeth’s house for three months? What did they discuss? What is the literary significance of
the mirroring of Mary and Elizabeth embracing and the in utero babies soon to be named Jesus and John?
What kind of relationship did these women have, beyond their kinship, that enabled them to spend three
months together? VWhere were their husbands in this hour? What did they do for three months of their
shared pregnancies together?

And Mary remained with her about three months and then returned to her home.

In such a short sentence, a world of meaning lives. The next time we hear about Mary, she’s getting ready to
give birth in chapter two.We might imagine that whatever she and Elizabeth discussed could have given her
the resolve to make sense of a ridiculous situation.We can question God and God’s plans. God can handle
our questions.We also need someone to question God with.Who, in your circle of friendships, can hear
your messy takes?

A recent TikTok trend asks exactly this question. Users will say, “we listen, and don’t judge,” and will confess
their problematic ideas or habits. Under the cloak of “we listen and we don’t judge,” people can express
cringey things they might otherwise feel shame about.While many are cautious of the instinct to record and
share secrets in a public forum like social media, there might be some usefulness to the trend. Sexologist
and relationship expert Jenn Gunsaullus reflects,

“I think this trend has potential as a way to increase truth-telling in relationships. Sharing small secrets
in a ‘public confessional’ setting like TikTok might be productive for getting out minor things that have
been hidden, especially if it’s done with humor and mutual respect.”

Again, we do not know what Mary and Elizabeth talked about during their three months together. Perhaps
there is a message in this.While the narrator of Luke might share other details, this moment was sacred for
Mary and Elizabeth and needn’t have been recorded. Perhaps in the quiet sacredness of this trimester, they
may have had questions about God’s choosing them and the dreams they wish they could have pursued in
another life. In this way, the lack of details about their discussion prompts us to consider other questions.
How is it that the same Mary, whose Magnificat clocks in as one of the longest speeches in the Bible given
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by a woman, is also quiet with Elizabeth? Maybe we're just not supposed to know.

Black feminist historian Darlene Clark Hine writes about dissemblance and Black women’s strategy of
choosing when to be perceived.

“By dissemblance | mean the behavior and attitudes of Black women that created the appearance
of openness and disclosure but actually shielded the truth of their inner lives and selves from their
oppressors.”

She later argues that Black women developed “and adhered to a cult of secrecy.” Doing so allowed them to
“Achieve a self-imposed invisibility... [through which] ordinary Black women accrue the psychic space and

harness the resources needed to hold their own in the often one-sided and mismatched resistance struggle.

Imagine how vulnerable Mary’s narrative may have been if we knew exactly what she and Elizabeth talked
about. In Hine’s theoretical framework about Black women, she suggests that it is a strategy of self-
preservation amidst harmful stereotypes to “collectively create alternative self-images.” In other words,
you might have an alter ego on stage. Mary’s Magnificat is the song of a biblical Sasha Fierce. But on the
inside, Mary has to protect the most sacred parts of herself. She does this alongside trusted kin. If we learn
anything from Mary and Elizabeth, it is that sometimes you need a friend who can “listen and not judge.”

Sources

SBL Study Bible
https: //www orefrontnyc. com/blo /2022/ I/24/m ant-ba tism- or-bab -dedication

https://www.parents. com/shes-such -a-doll-7629457
https://www.propublica.org/article/georgia-abortion-ban-amber-thurman-death

https:/Iwww.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/bromises/biden-bromise-tracker/promise/ | 56 2 /work-codify-roe-v-wade/

https://www.thebump.com/a/birth-traditions-around-the-world
Darlene Clark Hine, Rape and the Inner Lives of Black Women in the Middle West

https://www.wellandgood.com/we-listen-and-we-dont-judge-tiktok-trend/
Leon Roberts, Mary’s Canticle, https://giamusic.com/resource/marys-canticle-print-g3826

Words for inspiration:

Check out the Vatican’s Nativity for this year
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https://www.forefrontnyc.com/blog/2022/1/24/infant-baptism-or-baby-dedication
https://imprintnews.org/youth-voice/a-look-into-generational-pipelines-of-foster-care-and-homelessness/242382
https://www.parents.com/shes-such-a-doll-7629457
https://www.propublica.org/article/georgia-abortion-ban-amber-thurman-death
https://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/promises/biden-promise-tracker/promise/1562/work-codify-roe-v-wade/
https://www.thebump.com/a/birth-traditions-around-the-world
https://www.wellandgood.com/we-listen-and-we-dont-judge-tiktok-trend/
https://giamusic.com/resource/marys-canticle-print-g3826
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/pope-francis-baby-jesus-keffiyeh-nativity_n_67560b2fe4b06b50ac931068

Keep your finger on the pulse of the world

Pope Francis Unveils Christmas Nativit

Israeli army occupies Syrian side of Mount Hermon facing no resistance
Assad’s fall brings ‘the moment’ to rid Syria of chemical weapons
Zimbabweans turn to herbalists over ailing health system

How South Korea’s Robust Protest Culture Shut Down Martial Law—For Now
[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.”

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.
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https://thecradle.co/articles-id/28010
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20241209-assads-fall-brings-the-moment-to-rid-syria-of-chemical-weapons/
https://www.vanguardngr.com/2024/12/zimbabweans-turn-to-herbalists-over-ailing-health-system/#google_vignette
https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2024/12/south-korea-martial-law-protest-culture/
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.
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