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Lighting of Chalice  
 

We light this chalice 
For the renewal of faith, 
The wonder of hope, 
The beauty of love, 
And the gift of joy. 

 
Introduction of Theme & Opening Hymn  
 
Welcome and greetings to all of you once again from my home study in Port Townsend.  
 
The Thanksgiving holidays are now behind us, and this Sunday we turn toward the 
Christmas season in all its beauty and longing.  
  
Music and song is, of course, at the heart of this festival season, and our music this 
Sunday will be provided by the combined musical and technical talents of Harmony 
Rutter, LeRoy Davidson, Dan Parrish AND a heavenly host of Olympic Unitarian 
Universalist Fellowship Angels, who have come together to pre-record several Christmas 
carols for this service. I heartily thank all of you, whose names will be listed with the 
recorded Christmas carols, for your musical contributions!  
 
The first of these recordings is “Let Christmas Come,” one of my very favorites, an 
invitational hymn for this Christmas season, a perfect blend of lyrics and music. The 
lyrics are those of the Unitarian minister John Hanly Morgan, and the tune from Ralph 
Vaughan Williams. The words and credits will appear on the screen.  
 
Welcoming Hymn #224: “Let Christmas Come” (pre-recorded)  
 

1. Let Christmas come, its story told, 
when days are short and winds are cold; 
let Christmas come, its lovely song 
when evening’s soon and night is long. 
 
2. Let Christmas come, its great star glow, 
on quiet city, parks of snow; 
let Christmas come, its table gleam, 
love born again: the truth of dream. 

 



Readings 
 
I’ve chosen two readings for this opening Sunday of the Christmas season, beginning 
with a reading by Dr. Duncan E. Littlefair, who was the minister for 38 years – 1944-
1982 – of the Fountain Street Church in Grand Rapids, Michigan, where I served as an 
Associate Minister for 22 years from 1978-2001. 
 
Dr. Littlefair – back in 1978 – was the individual who gave me a chance in the liberal 
ministry, and he was also my mentor for the Christmas season. His approach to the 
Christmas season opened up for me a whole new way of looking at the season, and, over 
the years, I’ve not been shy about sharing with others what he shared with me. 
 
The reading that Bob and I will now read was a responsive reading, written by Dr. 
Littlefair, with which he would typically begin the Christmas season. The words will 
appear on the screen.    
 
FIRST READER: On this Sunday at the beginning of the Christmas season, we gather – 
both in our sanctuary and virtually – to celebrate the wonder, glory, and joy of life. 
 
SECOND READER: Generation after generation – children and adults – all those with 
open hearts and minds – have celebrated the qualities of Christmas. 
 
FIRST READER: We do not always come to the Christmas season with happy hearts and 
carefree minds. We are not always ready to sing and rejoice. 
 
SECOND READER: Sometimes we are burdened with personal sorrow. Sometimes our 
community is torn with dissension. Sometimes our world is ravished with war. 
 
FIRST READER: Sometimes, even at Christmas, the world seems dark and dreary. We 
are burdened with the memory of too many failures, too many defeats, too much sorrow. 
 
SECOND READER: Sometimes loneliness, fear, selfishness, discouragement, and 
resentment turn the bells of Christmas into bitter mockery. 
 
FIRST READER: At such times, we must remind ourselves that the lights and bells and 
songs of Christmas are meant to celebrate not only the good we know, but the wonder 
and glory we have lost and would find again. 
 
SECOND READER: So we come together this morning to open our hearts and minds to 
all that is good and beautiful and worthy to be treasured. 
 
FIRST READER: We come in the strong and confident faith that if we seek we will find, 
and if we open our hearts we will be filled with the joy and wonder of life.   
    (“Opening Our Hearts at Christmas,” Dr. Duncan E. Littlefair, adapted) 
 
   ***   ***   *** 
 



And I want to add a second reading to this reading from Dr. Littlefair, a reading from 
mythologist Michael Meade that came my way in relation to this past Thanksgiving, but 
which has application for the entire festival season. This little essay is titled “Holding the 
Heart of Gratitude.” The words will appear on the screen.  
 

Holding the Heart of Gratitude 
by Michael Meade 

 
In many creation stories, humans were the last beings to come into the world. After all 
the wonders of nature had been produced something was missing and humans were 
engendered to fill a primordial gap in creation. In the Mayan origin myth two things were 
lacking, one was a conscious awareness of the beauty of the world, the other was a sense 
of gratitude for the gift of life. 
  
From the beginning, having a genuine vision of life has required an open heart as well as 
an open mind. In an awakened state, humans become conscious witnesses and grateful 
participants to the blossoming of beauty and the wonder of life. In that sense, we are most 
human and most alive when we know our connection to beauty and feel genuine gratitude 
for the life we have been given. 
  
Gratitude can be both difficult to hold and hard to express because it comes from a deep 
place in the heart where pain can also reside. Feelings of gratitude involve moments of 
wholeness in which the pain of life is redeemed, at least for a time. In these dark and 
confusing times, amidst growing disparity, increasing polarity and rampant inauthenticity, 
the wonder of the gift of life is more easily obscured and more readily lost. When people 
forget that life, however troubled it may become, is a gift and that each person arrives 
here already gifted; then the world truly becomes a darker place. 
  
Although holidays and holy days can become times of obligation, confusion and even 
isolation, they are intended to bring us back to the sense that life is a gift continuously 
waiting to be revealed and seen anew. When we see with the eye of the heart, we see 
more truly who and what we love and find the beauty hidden within us as well.  
  
Traditional practices of giving gifts and giving thanks serve to demonstrate that we know 
in some way that there is an underlying wholeness and enduring holiness to life. 
 
Meditation Hymn #94: “In the Bleak Midwinter” (pre-recorded)  
 
Picking up on the theme of these two readings, our Meditation Hymn, “In the Bleak 
Midwinter,” is, again, a beautiful blend of word and music. The lyrics are an adaption of 
a poem by Christina Rosetti. The lovely third verse of the hymn you will hear is by John 
Story. The final verse of Christina Rosetti’s poem, also beautiful and very touching, are 
these words: 



 
“What can I give Him, poor as I am? 
If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb; 
If I were a Wise Man, I would do my part; 
Yet what I can I give Him: give my heart.” 

 
“In the Bleak Midwinter”: the words and credits will appear on the screen.  
 

 1. In the bleak midwinter frosty wind made moan, 
    earth stood hard as iron, water like a stone, 
    snow had fallen, snow on snow, snow on snow, 
    in the bleak midwinter long ago. 
 
    2. Christ a homeless stranger, so the gospels say, 
    cradled in a manger and a bed of hay; 
    in the bleak midwinter, stable-place sufficed 
    Mary and her baby, Jesus Christ. 
 
    3. Once more child and mother weave their magic spell, 
    touching hearts with wonder words can never tell; 
    in the bleak midwinter, in this world of pain, 
    where our hearts are open love is born again. 

 
Sermon: “FINDING YOUR WAY IN THE CHRISTMAS SEASON” 

 
The ideal and real at Christmas 
 
The Christmas season, which we have now entered, is, of course, the season in which the 
highest, deepest, and largest of our human ideals, values, and visions are lifted up, sung 
about, and celebrated. The hopes and dreams of all the years are shiningly present at this 
time. 
 
But in lifting up these ideals, values, and visions, it’s also a time when the distance 
between what we long for and where we are is felt most vividly. The gap between the ideal 
and the real, the vision and the actual, is starkly visible at this time of the year. 
 
The reading that Bob and I read together a few minutes ago was written, as I said, by my 
mentor for the Christmas season, Dr. Duncan Littlefair; and it’s one that I used every year 
when I was an active minister to begin the Christmas season. A main reason for using it at 
the beginning of the Christmas season was because it directly addresses this gap between 
where we are and where we’d like to be.  

 
We do not always come to the Christmas season with happy hearts and carefree 

minds. We are not always ready to sing and rejoice. 
Sometimes we are burdened with personal sorrow. Sometimes our community is 

torn with dissension. Sometimes our world is ravished with war. 



Sometimes, even at Christmas, [or, particularly at Christmas] the world seems dark 
and dreary. We are burdened with the memory of too many failures, too many defeats, 
too much sorrow. 

Sometimes loneliness, fear, selfishness, discouragement, and resentment turn the 
bells of Christmas into bitter mockery. 
 

An Advent checklist 
 
A lot of territory is covered in those few sentences, and so what I’d like to do with you on 
this Sunday as we enter the Christmas season is to cover this territory more systematically, 
providing you, as it were, with a kind of checklist that organizes the hindrances that block 
us and keep us from fully experiencing the joy and beauty and meaning of the Christmas 
season.   
 
And let me organize this checklist in terms of the constituent parts of our human nature, 
the typical anthropological divisions of: mind, heart, soul, body, and spirit – or, 
correspondingly, the intellectual, the emotional, the psychological, the physical, and the 
spiritual. 
 
Please, don’t hold me too tightly to these demarcations, as these are loose, overlapping, 
and variously defined – and, ultimately, we are whole human beings – but these 
anthropological divisions give us a rough way of organizing the various concerns and 
considerations as we enter this festival season. 
 
Hindrances of the mind (intellectual) 
 
So, let me start this checklist with intellectual hindrances to the celebration of Christmas, 
because, especially for religious liberals, there are often intellectual issues that block our 
way to the meaning, value, and beauty of Christmas. 
 
These intellectual issues are not hard to name: it is the problem of “literalization,” what 
Joseph Campbell called “the concretization of religious symbols”: the concern at 
Christmas that the story of the birth of the Christ-Child and all the attendant legends and 
doctrines about it are not literally true. 
 
This is a big road-block for many religious liberals, so much so that they want little or 
nothing to do with the Christmas story, and have a hard time, particularly on Christmas 
Eve, which is the culminating point of the season. 
 
Thus, many religious liberals have shut themselves out from the spiritual feast of 
Christmas, unable to fully partake at the banquet table, because their foreheads are furled 
and their minds are troubled. 
 
And I’ve played this literalist game long enough now over the course of my ministerial 
career that sometimes I want to shout out in frustration to religious liberals: “Of course, the 
Christmas story is not literal. Come on! Get over it! Quit fighting your fundamentalism!”  



 
(Of course, being raised to be a polite person, as well as conflict aversive, I would never 
say anything that intemperate directly or in public.) 
 
My typical statement about the literalism of the birth of the Christ-Child goes like this:  
 

 “The Child of Bethlehem is as little related to the historical reality of Jesus of 
Nazareth as Santa Claus is related to the historical reality of St. Nicholas.” 

 
The truth of the imagination 
 
The Christmas story is about the truth of the imagination, not the truth of fact and history. 
 
And the function of these mythological stories, as Professor Paul Laughlin has put it, is “to 
convey spiritual truths that are more profound than factual truth or truthful facts.”  
 
Or, as children have sometimes been heard to say, “These are stories that are false on the 
outside but true on the inside.” 
 
What we’re talking about here, as poet John Keats has put it, is “the holiness of the heart’s 
affections and the truth of the imagination.” 
 
And these “truths of the imagination” are, in their way, truer truths than factual and 
historical truths. They are the “truths” that judge facts; they are the ideals of the heart that 
pull history forward. 
 
Re-mythologizing Christmas 
 
Typically, we are able quite easily to get over this literalistic “speed bump” with regard to 
Santa Claus. But it can also be done quite easily with respect to the Child of Bethlehem. 
 
Thus, I suggest re-mythologizing Christmas … not de-mythologizing it, but re-
mythologizing it … so that you approach it, not historically, factually, literally, and 
doctrinally; but, rather, symbolically, metaphorically, psychologically, and spiritually.   

 
In a nutshell, what is represented, felt, and honored in that divine birth at Bethlehem is the 
divinity of all humanity: most immediately, the birth of one’s own children; then that of all 
children; and, if you have ears to hear, your own birth as well.  
 
Thus, the story of the Divine Birth is a call to awaken – and to re-awaken – to the 
miraculousness and preciousness of human life and all the potential present in such births. 
 
Through the course of a year, and through the course of a lifetime, we grow weary; the 
world gets worn and shorn of its beauty and value. So we need to be reminded. 
 
Thus, each year at Christmas, the Divine Child needs to be born again … so that we also 



may be born again … into the divinity and holiness of our own lives.  
 
And so, I say, don’t miss out on the recognition and celebration of divine human birth, just 
because it didn’t happen factually or literally the way the story says it did. 
 
Hindrances of the heart (emotional)  
 
Next, let’s turn to hindrances of the heart – heart blockages to the Christmas season. 
 
Above all, Christmas is the time of the heart.  
 
The heart of the Christmas season is the heart: the connections of the heart … all the ties of 
love that connect us one to another: family connections, community connections, 
connections to the whole of humanity, and beyond.   
 
At this time, especially, we hold up the ideals of harmony and the ceasing of violence and 
strife, and the deep wish that peace might prevail upon earth. 
 
And, we share in the dream of our Universalist forebears that all shall be saved and none 
lost, that all will find their way and achieve fulfillment; and that, in nature, the wolf and 
the lamb will dwell together.  
 
The Christmas season shines a light on these hopes, dreams, values, and ideals; and, thus, 
of course, our distance from these ideals becomes more evident at this time.  
 
Tensions in this season 
 
Also, certain tensions that we can live with or overlook during the rest of the year now 
become highlighted. 
 
For example, the tension between meeting our own needs and the needs of others is 
heightened: How much to follow a path of personal interest? How much to try to attend to 
the needs of others?  
 
Are we justified in picking all the fruit from the Tree of Life that we can reach, or are 
obliged to leave some for others who will come after us?  
 
We are caught between the religious philosophy of Ayn Rand and Jesus of Nazareth. 
 
What good causes and charities should we support, if we have the means to do so? How do 
we allot and proportion what we have? 
 
And, if we don’t have the means to reach out to others, as we might like, that issue also is 
brought forward at this time. 
 
And, within families underlying tensions can surface. How do we meet the various needs 



of family systems and structures that can be quite complex? 
 
Leaks in the dike, loosened seams in the fabric 
 
Some years ago, I was preparing a similar service at the beginning of the Christmas season 
on the blocks and hindrances in relation to Christmas, and a member of the congregation 
emailed me a couple of days before the service saying that he/she would miss this service 
due to family concerns that needed attention. The email read:  

 
“Sorry I'll miss your ‘The Trouble With Holidays’ service. Holidays do have a 

way of making visible major leaks in the dike of one’s life.” 
 

That image of “leaks in the dike” fits nicely with my Dutch heritage, but at the time I was 
actually thinking of “seams” in relationships becoming more apparent at this time of the 
year. 
 
During the Christmas season, when families are supposed to be harmoniously of one 
accord, the seams that have stitched individuals and families together into one fabric 
become more obvious. Fraying may be seen at the seams or a loosening of the stitching. 
 
Practical questions about where to spend the holidays and how much time to spend with 
which family and with which family members bring forth underlying tensions. 
 
Aches of the heart 
 
Also, this season of the heart inevitably brings forth aches of the heart: memories of a 
family that was once together but, perhaps, is so no more.  
 
And memories of loved ones – those we lived with and lived for – who were once 
physically with us but are so no more. 
 
In this season when we most pray that all tears be wiped away, they inevitably, 
spontaneously, come to the surface. 
 
Thus, I would suggest that part of our preparation for Christmas is providing a generous 
time for the sorrows of the heart, a time for sitting with sorrow and not passing it by, 
because, paradoxically, the cure for heart-sorrow is grief. 
 
Unless and until our sorrow is honored and our grief given its needed place, we will be 
blocked from the full joy of the Christmas season. 
 
Hindrances of the soul (psychological) 
 
Mind, Heart … and now let me turn now to the state of our Soul in this Christmas season; 
that is, to psychological blocks at Christmas, “psyche” being the Greek word for “soul.” 
 



Though I think of the Christmas season primarily as the season of the heart, the “soul” also 
comes into play during this season. 
 
The heart may be injured and hurting, but the soul could still be intact and whole. 
 
And visa versa: You might be connected with loved ones, with family, friends, and 
community, but you’ve lost the deep grounding that relates to your soul. 
 
How are things with your soul? 
 
I think of one’s soul as relating to the depths of the individual interior life, one’s personal, 
individual sense of connection to God, to the power of Being, to Nature, to one’s vocation 
in life, to what you sense you’re supposed to be about. 
 
The poet, William Stafford, in a little poem titled, “The Way It Is,” writes about a thread 
that you follow in life – a thread, he says, that you ought never let go of. 
 

There’s a thread you follow. It goes among 
things that change. But it doesn’t change. 
People wonder about what you are pursuing. 
You have to explain about the thread. 
But it is hard for others to see. 
While you hold it you can’t get lost. 
Tragedies happen; people get hurt 
or die; and you suffer and get old. 
Nothing you can do can stop time’s unfolding. 
You don’t ever let go of the thread. 
 

To me, William Stafford is suggesting that if you lose track of that thread, you are a lost 
soul, perhaps in danger of becoming cynical and sarcastic… 
 
… and, in that state, there’s no way to be in touch with the magic of the season. Instead, 
the celebrations of the Christmas season just manifest the desperate state of your soul … 
 
… and the busyness of the season allows you cover over the confusion, aimlessness, 
weariness, and sorrow of your soul. 
 
At the very time when you ought to take some quiet time for your soul, you neglect it. 
 
The birth of the Holy Child of Bethlehem is a symbol for the holiness and potentiality of 
your own deepest self. You feel that, but don’t attend to it … don’t know how to bring it 
forward … don’t know how to touch that holiness, that potentiality. 
 
Loneliness in this season 
 



Here’s a tender statement from a woman named Kate Bosher that gets at this notion. She 
writes: 
 

 “Isn’t it funny that at Christmas something in you gets so lonely for – I don’t 
know what exactly, but it’s something that you don’t mind so much not having at 
other times.” 

 
This loneliness, I suggest, has to do with our soul. 
 
The darkness of this season invites us to enter the depths … with the promise of light in 
those interior depths, which we can speak of as the “light of the soul.” 
 
But will we take the time to enter those depths? And do we have the courage to enter those 
depths? 
 
Entering the woods 
 
One of Robert Frost’s most famous poems is “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,” a 
poem related to the winter solstice, “the darkest evening of the year.” 
 
The dark woods invites the poet in. They are “lovely, dark, and deep.” But to the poet the 
woods are frightening, “an invitation to death,” as he says in other poems. And he has 
“promises to keep” … human promises … promises to loved ones … and, of course, all of 
that is good. 
 
But, there is also a time in this season for entering the woods, entering the depths, and 
being alone with your own soul. 
 
Perhaps, with the ongoing pandemic, you’ve had plenty of time alone, too much time … 
but are you using it to commune with your own soul?  
 
Neglect not your own soul. Set aside conscious time in this Christmas season to commune 
with your own soul, so that your soul can rejoice when the time for rejoicing is celebrated. 
 
Hindrances of the body (physical) 
 
Mind, Heart, Soul, and now Body … and borrowing the language of football, appropriate 
at this time of the year, we can ask: What are the “body blocks” at the Christmas season? 
That is, what, in brief, are the dangers to the body? And, what are the fulfillments of the 
body? 
 
The Christmas season can, of course, be a great bodily delight, a delight for the senses. 
 
At the coldest and darkest time of the year, we bring forth lights and bells and smells and 
sweets and songs and fabrics and furs … to the delight and enjoyment of the senses. We 
decorate trees, light fires, sing carols, give gifts – what a time for the body! 



 
If you need proof of the possible delights of the body, just look to our children and how 
physically and sensually they are engaged in this holiday season. 
 
This afternoon, for example, we will be Zooming with our granddaughter, Clara, age six, 
and her parents as they decorate Christmas cookies in State College, Pennsylvania.  
 
Oh, my, is Clara excited! And we are excited along with her … and also excited by an 
impending visit from them to celebrate Christmas here in Port Townsend.  
 
Mistreatment of the body 
 
The primary dangers with respect to the body in this season, of course, are well-known and 
often in evidence: greed and gluttony; or, in a more global sense: Materialism and 
Consumerism, two of our society’s primary diseases. 
 
In this festival season of the year, we may not properly honor or respect the body. We may 
tend to treat it like a “beast”: over-working it, under-resting it, over-indulging it, and 
under-valuing it. 
 
We may push the body to the point of exhaustion and illness, and we may come out of the 
season weary and wounded, with the body wondering what kind of ordeal it has just come 
through. 
 
So, in this coming Christmas season, give some consideration to the body. It is not 
something separate from you; it is you! Honor it, address it, listen to it, be gentle with it, 
care for it. 
 
Hindrances of the spirit (spiritual)  

 
Mind, Heart, Soul, Body, and now, finally, Spirit. 
 
“Spirit” is a slippery word with many definitions and understandings; but here, let me use 
it as relating to one half of the most basic anthropological division into body and spirit, or 
matter and spirit.  
 
The Jesuit priest, anthropologist, and philosopher, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin said, “There 
is neither spirit nor matter in the world; the stuff of the universe is spirit-matter.” 
 
That’s a statement I like. But I also like this statement by him, when he says: “We are not 
human beings having a spiritual experience; we are spiritual beings having a human 
experience.”  (This has been also paraphrased as: “We are not human beings on a spiritual 
journey. We are spiritual beings on a human journey.”) 
 



The Christmas season is the season when, more than any other, we are called to pay 
attention to what it means to be “spiritual beings” and what are the values that make us 
truly human. 
 
This is the primary thing I learned from my mentor for the Christmas season, Dr. Duncan 
Littlefair, of whom I spoke earlier. 
 
Now, Duncan had a completely naturalistic religious philosophy. He would never say, as 
de Chardin does, that we are “spiritual beings having a human experience.” Instead, he 
would say, “We are material beings having a human, spiritual experience.”   
 
And this absolutely amazed him! 
 
How could it be? How could it be? … that from matter there could emerge the various 
qualities of the spirit!  
 
It was the miracle he celebrated throughout the year, but most spectacularly during the 
Christmas season. 
 
And, for him, Christmas was a season … not just a day … or week … but a season in 
which we are now at the beginning. Duncan once, privately, said to me: 
 

 “If the liberal church had only the Christmas season, and if it celebrated it as it 
could and should be celebrated, it would validate its existence on that basis alone.” 

 
Religion, for Littlefair, was primarily about calling forth and celebrating the qualities of 
the human spirit.  
 
And Christmas is the season when more than any other we raise up, honor, and celebrate 
the spiritual values that make us human, values such as faith, hope, and love, which gives 
us the possibility of joy. 
 
So, neglect not the “spirit” in this festival season that we are now entering, for that is what 
this season is first of all about: the life and value of the spirit. 
 
Closing Hymn #225: “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel”  
 
Our Closing Hymn is the traditional Christmas carol, “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel.” 
The words you will hear, however, like many of the carols in our gray hymnal, are not the 
traditional words.  
 
In a number of cases, I wish our hymnal had kept the traditional words, but in this case, I 
really like the changes … and I hope you will, too.  
 
“O Come, O Come, Emmanuel”: The words and credits will appear on the screen.  

 



    1. O come, O come, Emmanuel, and with your captive children dwell. 
    Give comfort to all exiles here, and to the aching heart bid cheer. 
    Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come within as Love to dwell. 
 
    2. O come, you Splendor very bright, as joy that never yields to might. 
    O come, and turn all hearts to peace, that greed and war at last shall cease. 
    Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come within as Truth to dwell. 
 
    3. O come, you Dayspring, come and cheer our spirits by your presence here. 
    And dawn in every broken soul as vision that can see the whole. 
    Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come within as Light to dwell. 
 
    4. O come, you Wisdom from on high, from depths that hide within a sigh, 
    to temper knowledge with our care, to render every act a prayer. 
    Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel shall come within as Hope to dwell. 

 
Closing Words:  
 

May the faith we nourish here 
And the memories we gather here 
Give us hope for the future. 
May the love that we share 
And the companionship we feel 
Strengthen us and bring joy to our hearts. 
And may the blessings of this season rest upon us, 

 This day and forevermore. Amen! So may it be!  
 
Extinguishing the Chalice  
 
 We extinguish this flame, 

But not the Light of Truth, 
The Warmth of Community, 
The Fire of Commitment, 
Or the Power of Transformation; 
These we carry in our hearts 
Until we are together again.  
 

(NOTE: This is a manuscript version of the live-Zoom service led by the Rev. Bruce A. 
Bode at the Olympic Unitarian Universalist Fellowship of Sequim/Port Angeles, WA on 
December 5, 2021. Rev. Bode retired as senior minister of the Quimper Unitarian 
Universalist Fellowship in Port Townsend, WA in June 2018, and is now minister 
emeritus.) 
 

 


