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“Why (and How) Do Unitarian Universalists Celebrate Christmas?”

Let’s begin with a story, a snapshot:

“Daddy,” said the 5-year-old daughter to her father, the Unitarian Universalist minister.
“What is a Jesus?”

“He was an important man who taught important things,” 
said the father.  

“Honey, could you pass me that box of Christmas decorations over there?”

“Yep; here you go, dad.  But dada, why does everyone talk about Jesus

At Christmas time?”

“Because at Christmas we celebrate his birth.”

“Jesus’ birthday is on Christmas?”  
“Well, yes, kind of – I mean, Jesus wasn’t really born on Dec.25th.
The church chose that day to fit in with this other holiday called
The Winter Solstice, so at Christmas we tell the story of his birth.”

“Did you say the winter soldiers?  Who are they?”

“No, honey, the winter solstice; it’s when the sun is at its lowest point

And there is more darkness than light.  Traditions like putting up 
Christmas trees and lighting advent wreaths and decorating our church

With greens like we will on Sunday are all things people did long ago

To remind them that green, growing things and light would return

After a long winter.”

“But Dad, will Jesus have a birthday party on Christmas?”

“Well, yes, I guess he will.  Sort of.

Hey, let’s see what’s in this box – lights, ornaments…”

“Will there be hats at his party?”  

“Um, I’m not sure if there will be hats.”

“Is that why Santa wears a hat?  Because he is going to Jesus’ party?”

“You make a good point.  Yes, I think that must be why Santa wears a hat.”
Just then some ornaments fall out of the box and crash onto the floor.

“Jesus, dad!”  

“Honey, we don’t use that word like that; I know I sometimes do, but…

“No dad, Jesus.  Look, its Jesus,” the daughter says as she 
Points to the wooden ornamental creche display at the bottom

Of the box, with a baby Jesus surrounded by Mary and Joseph,

Wise men, and animals.

“Oh, yes, you’re right honey.  That is Jesus.  It’s Jesus in the manger.

I’ve had this display since I was a little boy your age.”

“Oh,” the daughter says.  “But dada, if Jesus was so important

Why was he born in the hay with the animals?  Was he poor?”

“Yes, he was poor.  And he worked in his life for the poor. 
You know, honey, you’ve just helped your daddy with his sermon.  

“I did?”
“You did.”

“Happy birthday Jesus,” the daughter says, speaking to the ornamental

Baby in the ornamental manger.

“Yes, happy birthday,” the father says.

Why do Unitarian Universalists celebrate Christmas?

How do Unitarian Universalists celebrate Christmas?

These were the questions that came to me this last week

As I was on the receiving end of my daughter’s questions – 

We call her at home ‘our little Socrates’ for her generous use
Of the Socratic method to tie us into knots.

In some of my light research this week 

would you believe that I discovered that these two questions –
why and how do Unitarian Univeralists celebrate Christmas? - 
Are among the most popular, most common sermon titles

offered by our clergy during the month of December?

So obviously we feel like we need to explain ourselves,

We who come from a religious tradition with Christian roots,

But whose tent has grown large enough and wide enough that 

We, among other things, change some of the words to 
The traditional Christmas carols in order to be more inclusive

To all of us and our religious diversity. 

A quick aside – how does a Unitarian Universalist minister know

The holiday season has arrived?

When he or she notices that everyone is reading the hymns in advance

To see if they agree with the words.

An old joke, but still freshly true.

I had planned, up until only just yesterday morning, in fact,

To offer a well-researched, well-argued, grounded in Unitarian 

Univeralist history type response to the Why celebrate Christmas? question 

when, in laying out my sermon for my wife Karen to hear 

she told me two things that changed my direction: 

1) it sounded boring, 

and 2) it sounded as though I was more interested in explaining the 

Christmas story and picking it apart than I was in describing why 

We might tell it and what it might mean for us, for all of us.
“What does it mean to you?” Karen asked.

And that is when I knew what I would be doing with my Saturday afternoon:
The dreaded sermon re-write. 
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Why do I?

Here is my answer:

In a little while we are going to sing the hymn “O Come, O Come,

Emmanuel,” which was just about my most favorite Christmas hymn

Growing up in Catholic school, in a Catholic home.  
I remember my grandmother sitting down at her piano while

My dad and his two brothers, 

in that rare moment of annual harmony between them,

Would sing together the lines about giving comfort to all exiles,
And dispersing the darkness to give way for light.

I remember, too, learning in Confirmation class what the name “Emmanuel”

Meant, how it means “God is with us”,

Which in that terrifying time of early adolescence I interpreted as telling me
That beneath this pimply, awkward, gangly exterior

Was a soul that was loved and blessed; that didn’t walk through this world alone.
Years later I left my Catholic faith; 

I began attending a Unitarian church and I entered seminary,

But I can tell you that I didn’t truly become a Unitarian Universalist

Until that first summer I served as a student chaplain 

At Brigham and Women’s Hospital and held a number of babies,

Babies in all manner of health and wholeness,

Including my own, Emerson, who was born at the hospital

Mid-way through that summer.

I’ve told the story here before how the day after Emerson was born,

Healthy, happy, and whole,

I was paged back up to the maternity ward, back up to the very floor

I had been on the previous day, to bless a baby boy

who because of an illness had only hours left to live.

I still have no idea what words I used.

But I can tell you for certain that what carried me into that room

And helped me to stay there was this belief I had,

that I heard preached from Unitarian Universalist pulpits,

That sacredness is born in us and lives inside of us
No matter who we are, or how we are, and how long our lives may be.

What does this have to do with why we celebrate Christmas?

To me it has everything to do with why we celebrate Christmas.

“Our faith,” says my colleague Gary Smith, “is an incarnate faith,”

Meaning that ours is a faith that brings any talk of God, any talk of holiness,

Any talk of sacredness down out of the clouds 
and into the world you and I live in.

For me the Christmas story is ultimately about this kind of incarnation.

The scripture says “Unto us a child is born,” 
The Spirit of the Lord shall rest on him,

The spirit of wisdom and understanding,

The spirit of counsel and might,

The spirit of knowledge.”

And every time I hear those words from Isaiah and hear again

The story of Jesus I think of the babies I have held.
I think of Emerson and Ella.  

I think of the babies we have blessed and

Dedicated here, 

and I think of that little baby boy I prayed over years ago

who touched this world only hours,

but in whom the Spirit surely rested and blessed.
O come, O come Emmanuel we sing.
The Holy is with us.  The Spirit is among us, inside us.
We’re not unworthy; not one of us is born without worthiness or sacredness.

To me this is behind why we celebrate Christmas.

Now, as for the how. 
While working on this sermon I re-discovered an article I had clipped out

About a mega church (think 28,000 members) in Lynchburg, Virginia 

Whose nativity play, “The Glory of Christmas”

Includes 165 vocalists singing from 11 tiers built into a 46-foot tall 

Christmas tree,

And where three, 2000-pound camels trek up a ramp
Specially designed to hold their weight

While Mary rides a real donkey onto a stage with more than 7,500

Computer-controlled lights tracing her every move. 

I’m not making this up. 

Here at our church on Christmas Eve we’ll be lucky 

If someone remembers to bring the baby Jesus to the family service at 5:30.

So when I think of how do Unitarian Universalists celebrate Christmas,

Or at least how we should we celebrate Christmas,

I think not of pageantry and pageants, of costumes and snowflakes,

Of cider and warm fires, lovely as they are.

I think instead of singing songs and lighting candles and telling our children enough about the story of Jesus 
so that they know he was a man who came from little,

And who used his life to preach and teach for the least of these – the poor,

The outcast, the forsaken and the forgotten.

And I think of the words given us by Howard Thurman,

That great African-American clergyman

Who tells us how Christmas might be celebrated. 

He writes: When the song of the angels in stilled, 
When the star in the sky is born,

When the kings and princes are home,

When the shepherds are back with their flock,

The work of Christmas begins:


To find the lost,


To heal the broken,


To feed the hungry,


To rebuild the nations,


To bring peace among the brothers and sisters,


To make music in the heart.”

May this be the why and how of our Christmas this year,
Whatever our theology, whatever our story,

From wherever and whatever we have come,
To wherever and whatever we are going.

Let us together say “Amen.”

