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here we are 

Delivered to Olympic UU Fellowship by Joseph Bednarik on December 26, 2021 

Here we are! 

Good snowy morning, everyone. I hope each and every person here in our virtual sanctuary is enjoying a 

lovely winter holiday season.  I would like to thank the worship team for doing extra duty this week with 

organizing a service on the day after Christmas. Thank you! 

We begin this morning’s sermon with a poem by Rolf Jacobsen, a Norwegian poet who lived near the 

Arctic Circle, so he knew a thing or two about cold and darkness of winter. 

The poem is called “Just Delicate Needles—” 

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. 

 

I love that idea of being gentle with and cherishing light because the darkness is huge.  

 

Whether you celebrated one, some, or all of the major winter holidays—Hanukkah, Solstice, Christmas—

I hope you cherished some light and felt whatever feelings you like to feel on those holidays:  

Celebration of miracles as you lit Hanukkah candles. Perhaps as you lifted the shamash and lit candles 

night after night, touching wick to wick night after night, you rededicated the temple of your heart.   

On the Winter Solstice, perhaps you felt the comfort of astronomical certainty, knowing that the Northern 

hemisphere of Earth is once again tilting toward the Sun, like it has for billions of years, and that we 

have—together—passed through our longest night… and that the sunlight in our particular region of the 

globe is increasing each day.  

Perhaps, throughout our second Pandemic Christmas, you were able to share a sense of love and 

togetherness, even though many of us couldn’t physically be together with family and friends like in the 

quote-unquote “Before Times.”  

Or perhaps not.  

Perhaps a sharp longing for the “Before Times” was the over-riding and overwhelming feeling of the 

season, and you would give almost anything to bump into an old friend at the grocery store, hug them a 

Happy Holidays, and face each other in the produce aisle for a friendly conversation.   
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Take note of that short example:  What was once so beautifully and blessedly mundane—a holiday hug 

from a friend next to the potatoes and onions and being close by each other talking and breathing and 

laughing and not worrying about coming into contact with a virus—or being a vector for the virus—now 

seems so far away for so many reasons. 

Perhaps, after mourning what is missing or modified you improvised new and vibrant ways to celebrate 

the holiday.  

For example, our family—to a person—expressed disappointment that we could not physically attend our 

home congregation’s traditional Christmas Eve service that concludes—like hundreds of thousands of 

services around the world—with the congregation singing “Silent Night,” and the ritual of getting to that 

moment, of cherishing the light:  The darkened sanctuary becoming ever more light by the sharing of 

flame, with each person holding a candle and both accepting and passing along a small flame. Hundreds 

of people, young and old, sharing light, cherishing light, and softly singing a sacred song. 

We longed for that holy moment, so we decided to improvise a ritual around the coffee table in the living 

room. We put a festive cloth over the battered table, placed five candles in a row with a yellowish sparkly 

scarf weaving its way like a river of light around the candles. We lit the central candle, and then each 

person in the family lit their candle from the central flame, and one by one we spoke about some light we 

enjoyed in the past year, and some light we hope for in the coming year. Because the darkness is huge. 

We shared and we listened and tears rose—as they always do—when we began singing “Silent Night.” 

Just like my beloved Grandfather—who died so long ago—I always tear up when singing that song on 

Christmas Eve. 

Weeping during “Silent Night” is a family legacy. 

For those new parents among us, my guess is that you have a more nuanced appreciation of the Christmas 

story, a visceral understanding of that cold barn and rough-hewn manger, and a deeper appreciation of 

how rags can become blankets to help keep the precious baby comfortable and warm.  

And to close out this winter holiday season, we now all face the cultural construct of the calendar, that 

relentless tool for marking the days and months and years of our lives. We’re about to turn the page to a 

new year, with swirling feelings of joy and woe and deep wonderments about what is coming down the 

pike. 

To be blunt:  For me, the winter holidays are always an emotional crap shoot—an annual push-and-pull 

between “Bah-humbug” and “Joy to the World.” My guess is that is the case for many people. 

For me, the “bah-humbug” is usually felt most intensely around the obligation to buy gifts. Note that 

word: obligation.  I don’t like to shop generally, and I really don’t like to shop when I feel obligated to 

shop—especially while dutifully wearing a mask and thus fogging up my glasses and playing defense in a 

global pandemic.  

And to add a bit more nuance to that story:  To be perfectly clear, I do enjoy shopping at garage sales and 

estate sales and thrift stores. I recall seeing, at various times, members of OUUF at thrift stores in Sequim, 

so I know I’m not alone in this endeavor. 

And throughout the year, if I find something I think someone will like, I’ll buy it and tuck it away in a 

drawer in wait for the winter holidays. And I willfully forget about the growing inventory of potential 

holiday gifts, so when it comes time to figure out gifts for family and friends, there is genuine surprise in 

opening the drawer to see what I found over the course of the year. 
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And that joy is amplified if and when—mostly “if”—my wife also becomes delighted by the gifts. 

This year, the highlights included a whoopie cushion, a vintage view-master disk to get a 3-D experience 

of Yosemite, and a tee-shirt for Grandpa Ron, a black tee-shirt with white letters and this sentence:  

“What if there were no rhetorical questions?”  

One of those fantastic linguistic double-takes in the same family as that bumper sticker, “You’re unique, 

just like everybody else.”  

And even with my aforementioned grumpiness about holiday shopping, there was a holiday shopping 

discovery for me: 

In a small bookstore in Port Townsend, on a small shelf filled with tasteful books of literature and poetry, 

there was a deep red book with an illegible spine.  “What is this?” I thought, and with curiosity, took the 

book down from the shelf. 

I opened randomly and stared, dumbfounded at the two-page spread. 

“What could this mean?” I thought. 

Inside the book, three small words printed in small type on each of the facing pages:  “here we are,” with 

no capital letters and no end punctuation.  

The book felt good in my hand and as I fanned the pages— 

Page after page after page:   here we are  here we are  here we are  

 

Where does the emphasis go, I wondered:   

here we are  here we are  here we are    

I wish I could watch a slow-motion replay of my facial expressions as I explored this book. 

Who wrote this? I wondered. 

I turned to the title page and found no author’s name but did discover three more words:  Brand New 

Gospel. 

The title of this book, written by Anonymous, was Brand New Gospel.  

I was reminded of a line from a Jim Harrison poem: “God is terse. The earth’s proper scripture could be 

carried on a three-by-five card.” 

The Brand New Gospel could certainly be carried on a three-by-five card.  

“This book has sermon written all over it,” I thought, and brought Brand New Gospel to the register.  

Turns out there were two prices on it:  a fifteen-dollar price on a sticker affixed to the back cover and a 

ten-dollar price written in pencil on the first page. 

Out of sheer gratitude I paid the fifteen dollars, knowing that small independent bookstores need the 

money. 
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I left the store with the palpable sense that grace had guided me to this glorious and mysterious and 

enigmatic gift. My feelings were tempered a bit when I showed some family members and they were 

notably less impressed, so if you are expressing some doubts at this moment, you’re in good company. 

And that is, of course, some of the powerful magic and mystery of books:  People respond in so many 

different ways and for so many different reasons. 

When my excitement was met with the yawn of “yah, whatever,” I wondered why? Why the Brand New 

Gospel’s message of “here we are” was so powerful for me. 

First off, thinking back to my Sunday school days as a kid, I recalled that the meaning of the word 

“gospel,” was “good news.” To fact-check my Sunday school memory, I bring forward this citation from 

Volume 2 of the Encyclopedic Dictionary of Religion: “Gospel, from the Anglo-Saxon godspel, ‘good 

news.’” 

Sidebar:  And with that definition, I made the connection between “godspel” and the hippie musical 

Godspell, and immediately went to the internet and watched scenes from the movie, and got the 

soundtrack looping through my brain:  “Day by day… day by day… clearly, dearly, nearly… day by 

day…” 

So the good news of this brand new gospel, repeated over and over, page after page, so as not to miss it, is 

one of place, togetherness, and being: 

Place:  here 

Togetherness:  we 

Being:  are 

And as we consider the book’s genius design, it is no accident that these words exist in the middle of 

blank space. Vast blank space. Perhaps like Jacobsen’s huge dark… and the good news is printed dead 

center in the page, like the bull’s eye of a target or perhaps like a delicate needle of light we need to 

cherish: three tiny syllables in the vastness of white space. 

Another aspect of the genius design is that the paper itself is 100% recycled. I like to imagine that 

thousands of newspapers and catalogs and political fliers and old calendars were turned into pulp to make 

brand new paper upon which the Brand New Gospel was printed. 

And working backwards, let’s begin at the end of the gospel:  are.  

Being itself. 

My guess is that we have all, at one time or another, considered the astronomical improbability of our 

birth. Out of the millions of eggs and of millions of sperm of your birth parents, one sperm touched one 

egg at one moment and the genetic material that created the one and only you combined together and 

began…  

One cell became two, became four, became eight, became sixteen, became thirty-two, became you. 

How could this be? 

Mathematically speaking, you exist against impossible odds, and it is not hyperbole to say that your very 

existence is a miracle. As is everyone else’s—everyone else who makes up the “we” in the Brand New 

Gospel. 
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What amazing good news:  miracles abound!  

The first and grounding principle of Unitarian Universalism certainly reflects this: “The inherent worth 

and dignity of every person.” 

To add some color commentary, here are words from the Buddhist monk Thich Naht Hanh, who wrote: 

“People usually consider walking on water or in thin air a miracle. But I think the real miracle is not to 

walk either on water or in thin air, but to walk on earth. Every day we are engaged in a miracle which we 

don't even recognize: a blue sky, white clouds, green leaves, the black, curious eyes of a child—our own 

two eyes. All is a miracle.” 

Repeat: “All is a miracle.” 

And this from Albert Einstein, quote: 

“There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle. The other is as though 

everything is a miracle.” 

The deliciousness of this statement is that both conditions are essentially the same:  If everything is a 

miracle then the definition of “miraculous” is essentially rendered meaningless and nothing can be called 

a miracle.  

To once again call attention to the essential truth and humor of the bumper sticker: “You’re unique, just 

like everybody else.” 

The power in Einstein’s statement is in the agency, the radical freedom of choosing how to see the world. 

And that word “world” brings us to the first word of the Brand New Gospel:  here. 

There is an abundance of here:  This solar system. This Earth. This bioregion. This town. This body. This 

beating heart. All are “here.” 

And the central word of the Brand New Gospel:  we 

“We” is the connection between place and being. 

“We” recognizes the other. 

“We” speaks to and actually appears in the seventh principle of Unitarian Universalism: “Respect for the 

interconnected web of all existence of which we are a part.  

here we are… on Earth tilting toward the sun as it has for billions of years.  

here we are… together and interconnected. 

here we are… warm hearts beating near the beginning of another calendar year. 

To close, Einstein’s quote once again: “There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though 

nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is a miracle.” 

This morning, I chose to live life by following the Brand New Gospel of here we are: 

a sanctuary  of miracles  cherishing light 

Amen 
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here we are 

In the middle of the winter holidays, in the middle of a global pandemic, in a small bookstore in a small 

town there was a small book poised and waiting to be opened. One day an Unsuspecting Reader (UR) 

spotted the book and wondered “What is this?” Inside the book, UR found three small words printed in 

small type on the middle of each page:  “here we are,” with no capital letters and no end punctuation. 

Over 200 pages, page after page,  here we are  here we are  here we are   UR was delighted, 

bought the book, and read it cover to cover multiple times. On the final Sunday of 2021 we ask:  "What 

could this possibly mean?" 


