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Peace in the Fine Print:  If You Want It 

Delivered by Joseph Bednarik to Olympic UU Fellowship on December 20, 2020 

 

On the shortest day of the year, exactly fifty-one years ago today, December 20, 1969, full-page 

ads ran in newspapers around the world that proclaimed—in huge all-cap block type that could 

have been read from fifty feet away:   

WAR IS OVER! 

Punctuated with a bold exclamation point! 

Welcome news, to be sure. 

Beneath those three-words, stacked one atop another, in a single line of much smaller type—the 

quote-unquote “fine print”—were the provocative four words “If you want it” with no end 

punctuation.  

No excited exclamation point!  No wondering question mark? No definitive period. It read like a 

voice speaking in low tones, almost like a whisper. And along the bottom edge of the page, a 

cheery “Happy Christmas from John & Yoko Lennon.” 

Perhaps some of you remember seeing those ads in the newspapers on that day. Perhaps you tore 

out the page and tacked it to your wall or placed it in a file folder. I actually own one of the 

original ads, from the International Herald Tribune. I bought it at a garage sale a few years ago, 

from an elder who was downsizing. I was astonished to find such a fragile relic from the 1960s, 

and to be sure, my copy is ragged along the edges, with chunks missing, and the newsprint 

yellowing.  

This cultural artifact is framed and hanging in my office, and placed near enough to where I sit, 

so I can always read the fine print, “If you want it.” 

It’s a good reminder of the agency we all have. 

We all know the sage advice:  Always read the fine print. 

Fifty-one years downstream from that world-wide ad campaign—and those Happy Christmas 

greetings from John and Yoko—I would like to acknowledge three things: 

1) 2020 has been a challenging year 

2) The most challenging year of the twenty-first century has been 2020 

3) When looking up the phrase “challenging year” on the internet, a panoramic picture of 

the year 2020 illustrates every online article. 

Chal-leng-ing. 
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To remind us of all that has occurred over these past twelve months, this morning—in some of 

the last wisps of daylight in 2020—I would like to add to the light by touching flame to wick of 

this beeswax votive, bringing forward a half-dozen basic 2020 facts—these are real facts, not 

“alternative” facts—of names, dates, and numbers, in chronological order: 

• January 21, 2020, less than a year ago, the first case of Covid-19 is discovered in the 

United States… closer than 100 miles from the OUUF sanctuary. 

 

• Four months later, on May 24, 2020, the New York Times dedicated their entire front page 

to the 100,000 Americans who died from Covid-19…. so far.  Column after column after 

column…after column… of name, age, place, and a short bio statement: 

o “Alan Lund, 81, Washington, DC, conductor with ‘the most amazing ear’…” 

o “Theresa Elloie, 63, New Orleans, renowned for her business making detailed 

pins and corsages …” 

o “Coby Adolph, 44, Chicago, entrepreneur and adventurer…” 

100,000 names printed in black ink on white newsprint, each name in fine print.  

 

Always read the fine print… 

 

That front page was seven months and over 200,000 human lives ago. 

 

And lest we become numb to the numbers, that these columns and columns of names of 

human beings become abstractions, the American death toll from the Covid-19 in the past 

eleven months is roughly equivalent to 100 times the deaths suffered when the World 

Trade Center towers collapsed on September 11. This means 9-11 happens every three or 

four days in ICUs and nursing homes and health care facilities around the country. 

 

• The very next day after the New York Times front page, on May 25, 2020, the final 8 

minutes 46 seconds of a person named George Floyd was squeezed out of his body. He 

did not die of Covid-19, but rather from the weight of a police officer’s body, leveraged 

to a bended knee, positioned on the neck of a fellow human being.  

 

Recording this horror was bystander Darnella Frazier, a 17-year-old junior in high school.  

 

She posted her unfiltered and brutal recording on social media, and like a wildfire went 

viral, inspiring massive and sustained protests against police violence and calling for 

racial justice, the dismantling of white supremacy, and the end to systemic racism.  

 

All this in the middle of a deadly pandemic.  
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• By the end of the day on Tuesday, November 3, over 159,800,000 American voters 

exercised their right to vote and cast a ballot, representing the highest percentage of voter 

turnout in over a century. This level of participation was remarkable, as it took place 

during a pandemic.  

 

• Less than a week ago, on December 14, a critical care nurse in New York City received 

the first vaccination against Covid-19 in the United States, ushering in a bright ray of 

hope against a global pandemic. 

 

• And looking ahead, in about fourteen hours, the winter solstice will occur, and starting 

tomorrow in the Northern Hemisphere of our fragile and resilient planet, our days will 

begin to grow a  wee bit longer, the nights a wee bit shorter…. 

[light votive] 

Beeswax-fueled light…. If you want it 

[pause] 

It has been a rough-and-tumble year, and that list could have been 100 times as long. Perhaps 

even 1000 times as long. And no matter how long the list, the through-line are the words 

“justice” and “pandemic.” 

And here we are together, in the seam of daylight between the two longest nights, part of the 

“huge dark” from our reading this morning, bringing more light. And while we honor the 

difficulty of this pandemic year, deepening now into the third wave, let us respectfully bow to 

the other difficult years that we have lived through, that our ancestors have lived through, both 

personally and as a culture.  

For by being reminded by what we have survived in the past, we can find the fortitude to move 

forward in the present toward a better future, trusting that we move from darkness to light… if 

you want it. 

For example, I remember being a young boy of eight or nine and sleeping over at my 

grandparents’ house and listening to my grandfather tell stories about his life in the orphanage, 

and hunger, and living through the Depression.  

I am confident that we all have similar stories of listening to elders and marveling at the worlds 

they lived in and the conditions they lived through. The joke, of course, being “When I was a kid 

I had to walk barefoot to school through the snow, uphill both ways…” 

My grandpa’s stories fascinated me. As a small-town boy who had loving parents, a safe home, 

and a refrigerator filled with food, being a hungry orphan was hard to imagine.  

Almost exotic, actually. 
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And yet here was Grandpa, having survived his boyhood, having built a life through hard work 

in a factory, a union man, now retired with a pension, and sitting in his lounge chair, smoking 

Winston’s, drinking a beer, and laughing hard at Archie Bunker. 

Grandma was sitting in her rocker, in her house dress and slippers, crocheting doilies, and 

laughing along with her husband. 

Norman Rockwell would have felt very comfortable painting this scene. 

I sat watching the TV with them and laughed along. It felt wonderful to be a part of this laughter, 

of seeing their bright faces, and listening to their stories. And while visiting my grandparents’ 

house, at some point I always looked inside the one book they owned, the large-format 

photography book called The Best of LIFE.  

I love that title, The Best of LIFE, which meant the best photographs from the magazine called 

LIFE, which was famous for its photographs. 

As I’ve mentioned in a previous sermon, this was not the best book for a child to wander through 

unsupervised, much less memorize, because the photographs showed it all—from joyful topless 

dancing and exquisite athletic achievements to a Buddhist monk sitting in meditation in the midst 

of self-induced, gas-catalyzed flames. 

You can never unsee a robed monk sitting in meditation in the middle of roaring flames, with his 

fellow monks watching.  

I read the caption over and over, trying to understand, quote: “In a climax to the religious and 

political protests against the regime of Ngo Dinh Diem, a 73-year-old Buddhist monk, doused 

with gasoline by fellow monks, sets himself on fire in Saigon.”  

This is the most intense instance of “if you want it” imaginable: the blazing public sacrifice of 

your own life.  

And what’s amazing about this caption is that the political leader being protested is given a 

name, while the monk remains anonymous. Only his age and occupation are given. 

“Where is Saigon,” I asked my grandparents. 

“In Viet Nam, where that war is going on.” 

What The Best of LIFE taught me—in no uncertain terms— is that life contains multitudes and 

ranges and heart-rending dichotomies:  

• Love and tenderness,  

• passionate religious practice and political engagement,  

• and unfathomable violence of human against human.  
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Actually, not “unfathomable,” because the book contained photographic evidence of the 

violence, which invited the viewer to begin to fathom. 

And while I was looking through The Best of LIFE in the safety of my grandparents’ living 

room, a war was raging in a place call Viet Nam.  

This congregation has members who fought in that war. 

This congregation has members who protested against that war. 

For those who lived through that time, there are likely deep and haunting memories, with special 

focus on the phrase “lived through that time.” 

For me, truth be told, it was not too much of a concern. I was a little boy in a little town thinking 

mostly about little league. The glories and the horrors of The Best of LIFE could be closed shut 

and contained in the cupboard, and I could turn my attention to grandma’s snacks and listening 

to my grandparents laugh as we all watched Sanford and Son or Chico and the Man. 

Popular sitcoms, by the way, criticized and called out as racist, though my grandparents didn’t 

know this. For them, they were inviting Black and Latino people into their living room. 

Then one day the local newspaper came to our front stoop with a photograph on the front cover 

of a girl who looked my age in that place called Viet Nam. She was wailing and suffering greatly 

as a consequence of war. I stared at the photo then asked my mom what this was all about and 

she tried to explain.  

I remember words like “dominoes” and “communism,” which seemed very disconnected to this 

crying child on the front page of the local paper. My mother was trying to protect her child from 

worrying about what was going on half-way around the world.  

She also used the word “war.” 

“Why are we fighting a war?” the little boy in the little town asked. 

Whatever my mother said, I didn’t like the explanation, so decided to throw my lot with the 

peace-loving war-protesting hippies. I convinced my mom to sew me a poncho and a zebra-skin 

vest, I acquired a peace-sign necklace and bell bottoms, and would flash the peace sign 

everywhere I went. 

I was doing my small part.   

And of course I wanted to grow my hair long, but that’s where my Nixon-loving parents drew 

the line and when my bangs got in my eyes it was off to Sam’s Barbershop, where I would get a 

haircut and climb down from the barber’s chair in tears, desperate for long hair like the hippies. 

Once I even asked for Sam to sweep up my hair and give it back to me so I could glue it back on. 

He wisely sent me on my way. 
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So here we are, having survived the multiple horrors and tragedies depicted in The Best of Life, 

having lived through another half-century of challenges and turmoil, and we are poised to turn 

the page on another difficult year. 

Before we do that, however, we have a dozen days to celebrate these winter holidays: 

• Winter Solstice 

• Christmas Eve 

• Christmas Day 

• New Year’s Eve 

• New Year’s Day 

I propose that within each of these holidays we reflect on the fine print and ask ourselves what 

we can do to ensure that War is Over! 

Winter Solstice:  If you want it: 

bring some light into the “huge dark.” You know what this light is. Relish, also, the long 

darkness, knowing that you can visit deep darkness but need not stay there. 

As the poet Rolf Jacobsen writes of the delicate light: 

So let’s be gentle with it. 

Cherish it. 

So it will come again in the morning. 

We hope. 

 

Christmas Eve: If you want it: 

celebrate and recognize and honor the hard travel of those following a star. One sees guiding 

stars in darkness. Honor and recognize the painful labor of women. Recognize the “make do” 

creativity of human resilience, using barn for shelter, straw for a mattress, manger for cradle, 

rags for blankets. Your “make do” creativity will serve you well. 

Christmas Day: If you want it: 

see the holy gift of every child’s birth. Of your birth, however many decades ago. See the gift of 

this religion, Unitarian Universalism, which claims the inherent worth and dignity of every 

person, including yourself. If the year has been particularly hard, and your heart is broken and 

grieving on Christmas Day, may you feel the feelings as deeply as your courage and grief will 

allow.  

If you need help or a hand, reach out to someone in this congregation. The congregation 

practices deep love. 

New Year’s Eve:  If you want it: 
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celebrate the passage of time, and the moving through of difficult years. Reflect on our country’s 

shortcomings and triumphs and consider a personal New Year’s resolution that inspires love and 

justice and actions that will move yourself and your community toward the jubilance that War is 

Over… with exclamation point! 

And finally, New Year’s Day:  If you want it: 

sip and savor your blessed time on this first new day of a new year. It’s getting lighter each day. 

Treat yourself kindly. Take heart in the fact that you made it to this page, 2021, in The Best of 

LIFE. 

 If you want it… 

Amen 

 

 

 

 

SOURCES 

• The Best of LIFE, (Time-LIFE Books,1973). 

• “The Project Behind a Front Page Full of Names,” The New York Times, May 23, 2020: 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/23/reader-center/coronavirus-new-york-times-front-

page.html 

• “Just Delicate Needles,” by Rolf Jacobsen from The Roads Have Come to and End 

(Copper Canyon Press, 2001).  

 

 

 

Sermon title and description: 

Peace in the Fine Print:  If You Want It 

During the winter holiday season in 1969, with the Vietnam War raging and social upheaval at a 

fever pitch, John Lennon and Yoko Ono purchased billboards and full-page newspaper ads 

around the world with three short words in huge type—WAR IS OVER!  Underneath that joyful 

message was the fine print: “If you want it.” In the daylight hours before our Winter Solstice 

night, this sermon considers the fine print. 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/23/reader-center/coronavirus-new-york-times-front-page.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/23/reader-center/coronavirus-new-york-times-front-page.html
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Chalice Lighting Reading 

 

“Just Delicate Needles—” 

by Rolf Jacobsen 

 

It’s so delicate, the light. 

And there’s so little of it. The dark 

is huge. 

Just delicate needles, the light, 

in an endless night. 

And it has such a long way to go 

through such desolate space. 

 

So let’s be gentle with it. 

Cherish it. 

So it will come again in the morning. 

We hope. 

 

 

 

 

 


