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Reading

Sitting in every Unitarian Universalist minister’s office is a drawer of files

And taking up a large portion of the space in that drawer

is one thick file with the heading that goes something like this: 

Readings for the Holiday Holy Days: Hanukkah, Christmas, Winter Solstice

(a.k.a. ‘Christma-kah-olstice’).

The reason this file is so thick is because we ministers are always collecting 

Anything we can find that will speak to the diverse backgrounds and beliefs

That fill our pews during the month of December.

For this morning’s reading I have gathered a random sampling from my file (here it is),

To share with us:

From a candle-lighting ceremony honoring Hanukkah:

“Out of the dark night of lost heritage,

Into the light of rededication,

Out of the dark night of annihilation,

Into the light of life and love

For all peoples of the world.”

From the same candle-lighting ceremony, only sentences later,

Honoring Christmas:

“Behold the bright mystical star,

The symbol of Christmas.

The light of the world, in the form of a child,

Brings forth the birth of promise, the renewal of hope,

The spirit of peace and goodwill,

And the vision of love.”

From a solstice litany I saved:

“In the greatest darkness

Out of winter’s cold,

The light is reborn.

From our deepest fears

When we most despair

The light is reborn.”

This one, to shift the mood completely, from the comics strip ‘Boondocks’:

One child is saying to another: “See, Christmas is about how Santa died for our gifts

And rose from the dead.”

The other replies: “yeah, you sure about that?”

“Yeah, and then Santa moved to North Pole, and every year,

Santa comes down to forgive our sins if we’ve been nice,

And punish naughty non-believers with burning coals of hellfire!”

“Praise Santa, Yessir!” replies the other child.

These words, from a sermon my colleague Jenny Rankin gave on Hanukkah

Last year: “The wheel of the year turns.  We bring out the menorah and tell

The old story about a people of faith who fled to the mountains, who hid in the caves,

Who came out to fight for ancient ways they refused to give up.

Their temple had been taken away from them and when they went back,

They found it ripped apart, dirty, broken.

They went to work, cleaning, hammering, rebuilding.  They would not

Give up on the religion given by their mothers and fathers.

And, so the legend goes, in the corner they found a lamp and one small vase of oil,

Enough to burn for only one night. 

Miraculously, the oil lasted for eight nights in all,

And so, on Hanukkah we light the candles and sing the blessing

And think about what a miracle might look like in our own lives.”

This Advent poem, by the beat poet Lawrence Ferlinghetti:

I am waiting for the Second Coming

And I am waiting for a religious revival

To sweep through the state of Arizona

And I am waiting

For the Grapes of Wrath to be stored

And I am waiting to see God on television

if they can only find the right channel to tune in on

And I am waiting for the Last Supper to be served again

With a strange new appetizer

And I am perpetually awaiting

A rebirth of wonder.

These factoids about Yule Logs, Advent Wreaths and Mistletoe and their connection

To Paganism:

1) The Anglo-Saxon Yule means the ‘yoke’ of the year,

The balance point with the lowest ebb of sunlight, but with the

Promising of lengthening days.

The Yule Log was burned to both emulate and to attract the sun.

2) The Advent Wreath had its beginnings in the pagan fire wheel,

Made from greens to symbolize life.  These wheels were often rolled

Down hills as part of the celebration (!).

1) Mistletoe was sacred to the Druids, for it was supposed to have healing powers.

It was also a symbol of peace – enemies would stand beneath a spray to make

Peace compacts, sealing them with a kiss (let’s send mistletoe to Iraq, I’m thinking).

Random fact about Jesus’ birthday, shepherds, Christmas and dates: 

“The birthday of Dec.25 was not

Assigned to Jesus until 336 of the Common Era.  There was much debate then

about whether it should coincide with Spring, or keep  with the already

established winter solstice festivals.

This is because the shepherds tended flock by night only from mid-March to mid-November.

They never went out during the cold midwinter season.

The decision to put Jesus’ birth on Dec.25 was called by some critics

As a ‘pact with the Pagans.’  

At the top of all these words, lines, facts, stories and histories about our December

Holidays is an interview I clipped out from the Boston Globe 

with Peggy Levitt, who is the chair of the sociology dept. at Wellesley College.

Talking about her new book “God Needs No Passport,”

I underlined her response to the question: “what’s the difference 

Between tolerance and pluralism:”

Peggy’s answer, which holds my file together, is this:

“Tolerance is living side by side, sort of separate but equal,

Acceptance without engagement.

Pluralism means willing to be changed and change,

A level of listening, an experience of interaction.

Americans need more than to be just tolerant of each other.

They need to be willing to be changed by each other.

We need more places of pluralism.”

“Our Diversity Church: Another Sermon for the Holidays”

A request to begin our sermon together:

Hanukkah began this past Tuesday night, so we have lit our menorah.

Today is the second Sunday in Advent, so we have lit two of our advent candles.

And Winter Solstice is coming in less that two weeks, and to get ready we have lit

Our Yule Log.

Aside from all the religious meanings and mixing going on up here,

There is also a lot of flame,

Enough that I might spontaneously combust at any moment.

Will you please extinguish me should that happen? is my request.

The extinguisher, I’m just noticing, is conveniently located close to the pulpit,

And now I know why.

It’s to keep me safe during all the flames, all the diversity, of our holiday season.

What can we do with our religious diversity during the holidays?

Can we do more than just celebrate tolerance, 

can we do more than just tolerate each other?

And, as a church, can we do more than just reduce everything to its lowest-common denominator?

In other words: can we do more than just talk about light and lights?

It’s Hanukkah, it’s Advent, the sun is at its lowest ebb, it is dark,

And these are the questions driving this sermon for us,

Questions about diversity, about being more than tolerant,

About us being willing to change and be changed by these holy days,

Even if these holy days are not ours, 

even when they are ones we did not grow up with.

Where do these sermon topics and titles come from? you always ask me.

This one came from the morning a week and a half ago

When I met with four other Unitarian Universalist parish ministers, 

My colleagues, for our monthly small group session.

It was the Wednesday before the first Sunday in December,

a December with no less than five Sundays this year, plus Christmas Eve,

which means that when we arrived together we all looked 

like a herd of deer in headlights.

How will you survive this month? was the topic of choice.

One minister said that he was going to have three straight Sundays of solid music,

Each springing from a different religious tradition and no room for sermons.

“All the pressure is on the Music Director,” he said, “and not me.”

Another wondered about giving the same series of sermons she did two years ago,

“because no one really comes for the sermon during December, anyway,” she said.

“Do you think they’ll notice?”

And another shared his secrets about how to pull off a Nativity play 

on Christmas Eve with minimum advance preparation.  

We all took notes.  

You can come here to the family service at 5:30p.m. on Dec.24th to see what  

That looks like.  

I’m thinking: Joseph and Mary didn’t plan theirs 

For weeks in advance.  How hard can it be?

And then, finally, another spoke about how, several years ago,

He stopped trying to water December’s holy days down into something everyone

In his pews could agree with.

“I think we’re called, at this time of year, to be diversity churches,” he said,

“Not lowest-common denominator churches.”

And because I know a sermon title when I hear one, 

I wrote that down, knowing that sermons do matter during this month,

That they can matter when the words meet us where we are,

When then ask us, perhaps, to try going in a new direction.

I do want these words to matter to you, I want to meet us where we are.

So where are we?  Who are we?  Some snapshots of us:

Religiously, we’re diverse.  Our backgrounds are varied.

We come from Christian upbringings and Jewish upbringings.

We light menorahs in our homes.  We put up Nativity scenes.

Some of us fell in love with someone who wasn’t Jewish, who wasn’t Christian.

In these homes the menorahs burn next to the Nativity scene,

And the children are playing driedal under the Christmas tree.

The parents might be a little confused, but the kids are thinking:
what’s not to love?

Some of us have didn’t have a religion;

Some of us, many of us, left a religion and now find ourselves here.

Many of us aren’t sure what to do with the word religion,

And so you have received one focus of my ministry, one of my passions,

Which is to help us redefine these old, left-behind words and give them back their power.

Is Unitarian Universalism a religion?  Are we a religious people?

You have had to endure me on my soap box, telling us ‘yes, we are!”

So religiously we are diverse, religiously we call many traditions

And beliefs home, but spiritually I believe that all of us are hungry.

‘Spiritual, but not religious’ is a phrase that speaks to many of us,

And I know what you mean, I know why.

It means you’re not sure about organized religion, but you’re not ready

To give up on these questions living inside you:  how can I make a difference

With my life, my years?

Where can I find meaning?

Who are the teachers, what are the traditions that can guide me, 

that will guide my children?

These are some of our questions, this is some of who we are.  

And the irony about us, the great challenge,

Is that we Unitarian Univeralists are largely a people suspicious 

About organized, institutional religion who are nonetheless trying

To organize our own religious institutions.  

If we ever seem disorganized, now you know why. 

And, it needs to be said, that in many ways we are not as diverse

As we could be, as we would like to think.

Diversity in race, diversity in economic class,

Our ability and maybe willingness to welcome political diversity – 

These are areas where we are lacking, where there is room for us to grow,

If we want to call ourselves a diversity church,

A church where don’t have to be alike to love alike.

And so the calendar turns, its December, it’s the Holidays,

And because we are diverse in our religious histories and beliefs,

And because we do share with each other the strong desire to honor one another

And where we have come from,

We light menorahs and yule logs, we light Advent wreaths 

and talk about the birth of Jesus.

And sometimes we wonder, at least I wonder, how to make sense of it all,

How to lead us toward these holy days in ways that isn’t just about lighting

things and instead is about responding to the longings

That I know are inside all of us.

So for the rest of this sermon I’m going to try.

We all see the menorah that is on my left.

Let’s start there.

Why do we light these menorah candles?

Who do we light these candles for?

We light for you, says one of my colleagues Gary Smith,

Because some of you are Jewish,

“because some you hold onto large

and small pieces of your Jewish heritage from your childhood,

from parents and grandparents who may have taught you the stories and the prayers.”

For you, these menorah candles are a symbol of what remains, what you have not left behind.

And, too, we light these candles for those of us who are not Jewish.

Here I am, the once Catholic altar boy now Unitarian Universalist minister

Lighting the menorah, learning the story about how the Jewish people fled

To the mountains for safety, saw their temple destroyed, 

and who then returned and decided to rebuild because, 

as Jenny says in our reading,

“they would not give up on the religion given them by their mothers and fathers.”
With enough lamp light for only one day, the story says the light burned 

Instead for eight days, long enough for them to reclaim their holy ground again.

And here I am, the once Catholic altar boy who was never told this story,

Told only it was a story for another religion, another people,

And what I’m thinking now is: might this be a story for all of us?

Have you ever struggled to keep your faith?

Have you ever returned to a desolate place to rebuild again,

Because you believed?

Jew and non-Jew, we light these menorah candles for you.

We light these candles for all the people and places who 

Are seeking to triumph over obstacle and doubt.

So we light these candles and we send the light

To places like New Orleans and Baghad, to the shelters in Framingham,

To the violent neighborhoods in Roxbury and Dorchester,

And at Hanukkah perhaps we can all say: 

no matter our heritage, these days are holy.

And now we see the advent candles symbolizing the coming

Of Christmas, symbolizing the waiting and the hope

That was to be born in the prophetic teaching and preaching

Of Jesus.

Another one of my colleagues, Forrest Church, says that fundamentalists

Come in two basic varieties: those on the right who are in thrall to literal

Translations of these biblical stories about Jesus, 

And those on the left who reject these stories because they are not literally true.
What I’m asking is: Can we resist fundamentalism of any kind this Christmas?

Can we read with a poet’s eye and poet’s open heart these stories, 

these Christmas stories that with awesome

Metaphorical power herald the birth of a child whose messages

About love of neighbor and welcoming the stranger speak to us still?

Christian and non-Christian, we light these Advent candles for you,

You whoever you are who believes Jesus is better followed than worshipped

And who is waiting this Advent season for the Sermon on the Mount

To be embodied in the world rather than just read from a book.

Christmas is and should be about Jesus and what he inspired;

And at Christmas perhaps we can all say, no matter our heritage:

This is a holy day.  

And, finally, our Yule Log,

Our log made by hand several years ago by our own Al Green

In time for the December pageant that symbolizes perhaps

More than he imagined when he got out his power drill 

And put three holes into it for the candles.

Yule means Yoke of the year,

Meaning the time of the year when we hang between dark and light,

Between endings and beginnings,

Between despair and hope.

Who knew the Yule Log was lit to guide the sun back to us?

Or that the Advent Wreath had its beginnings in the pagan fire wheel,

The wheel that was rolled down hills for most likely that best of reasons:

Because I’m sure it just looked really cool! 

So now, finally, I can talk about light and lights in my sermon,

But not because I’m just trying to play it safe during the holidays,

But because this winter solstice is one of the oldest festivals known to us,

Because it comes before and gives so much foundation to the religious stories

That follow it,

Because, also, it is so basic and universal to our own experience.

Have you seen or lived through darkness?

Illness?  Loss?  Divorce?  Disappointment?

Have you thought our age a dark age?  Iraq war?  Global Warming?

Gap between rich and poor?  

We light this Yule Log for you, to welcome back hope,

To welcome back light.

Whatever our heritage, whatever our tradition,

Perhaps we might all nurture a pagan spirit within us this season.

These, too, are holy days for us all.

“Tolerance” says Peggy Levitt,

in words that spoke to me one August afternoon when I read

them in the paper, knowing I would use it for today.

“is living side by side, sort of separate but equal, acceptance but not engagement.

Pluralism means willing to be changed and change,

A level of listening, interaction.”

And as we hear her words, you might guess my wish,

My encouragement, my hope for us this season:

That we may we do more than stand side and by side and accept these holy days

That might not be our own.

May we, instead, listen to these diverse stories and their messages

And ask ourselves: how might I be changed?

May we do so much more than tolerate, be so much more than tolerant. 

Rather, may we interact, may we engage.

Ours is a Diversity Church.  

It says: Happy Hanukkah, Merry Christmas, Blessed Yuletide to you,

Each and everyone.

Amen.

