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An Advent Wreath Ritual – Helen Foss and Rev. Roberta Finkelstein  

Roberta: Advent – the season of expectant waiting, ends with the birth of 

Jesus on Christmas day. And all over the world people sing some form of 

invitation. “O come, o come . . . “hoping for evidence of “Emmanuel” - 

which means, “God with us.”  The incarnation of the holy in human life.  

But even before there was a story about a Christ child, there was a 

time of expectant waiting in the midwinter, and before there was an Advent 

wreath there was the fire wheel – a pagan symbol – from which it is believed 

that the Advent wreath evolved. The closed circle symbolizes eternity and 

the greens symbolize ongoing life in spite of the cold and the fallow winter 

time. 

Helen:  The first candle on the wreath is the candle of faith. This reading, 

from Ann Morrow Lindbergh, reflects on faith. “Intermittency – an 

impossible lesson for human beings to learn. How can one learn to live 

through the ebb-tides of one’s existence? How can one learn to take the 

trough of the wave? It is easier to understand here on the beach, where the 

breathlessly still ebb-tides reveal another life below the level which mortals 

usually reach. In this crystalline moment of suspense, one has a sudden 

revelation of the secret kingdom at the bottom of the sea. Here in the shallow 

flats one finds, wading through warm ripples, great horse-conchs pivoting on 

a leg; white sand dollars, marble medallions engraved in their mud; and 

myriads of bright-colored cochina-clams, glistening in the foam, their shells 

opening and shutting like butterflies’ wings. So beautiful is the still hour of 

the sea’s withdrawal, as beautiful as the sea’s return when the encroaching 

waves pound up the beach, pressing to reach those dark rumpled chains of 

seaweed which mark the last high tide. 
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 Perhaps this is the most important thing for me to take back from 

beach-living: simply the memory that each cycle of the tide is valid, each 

cycle of the wave is valid; each cycle of a relationship is valid. And my 

shells? I can sweep them all into my pocket. They are only there to remind 

me that the sea recedes, and returns eternally.” 

(Light the candle) Let this candle stand for all we have faith in – all that is 

dependably eternal. Pause for a silent moment to meditate on the things you 

have faith in. (Pause) 

MUSIC 

Roberta:  The second candle stands for hope. Hear Emily Dickinson’s well 

known words about hope.    

“Hope” is the thing with feathers  

That perches in the soul 

And sings the tune without the words  

And never stops – at all. 

And sweetest – in the gale – is heard 

And sore must be the storm 

That could abash the little bird 

That kept so many warm. 

I’ve heard it in the chillest land 

And on the strangest sea 

Yet, never, in extremity, 

It asked a crumb – of Me. 

(Light the candle) Let this candle stand for all the things we hope for – the 

grand visions, ideals, and aspirations as well as the little, everyday 

transformations that, when recognized, give song to our souls. Pause for a 

silent moment to meditate on what you hope for.  
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MUSIC 

Helen: The third candle stands for love.  This is Mary Oliver’s poem about 

love. 

Look, the trees are turning their own bodies into pillars of light,  

Are giving off the rich fragrance of cinnamon and fulfillment, 

The long tapers of cattails are bursting and floating away over the blue 

shoulders of the ponds, 

And every pond, no matter what its name is, is nameless now. 

Every year everything I have ever learned in my lifetime leads back to this: 

the fires and the black river of loss whose other side is salvation, 

Whose meaning none of us will ever know. 

To live in this world you must be able to do three things: 

To love what is mortal; to hold it against your bones knowing 

Your own life depends on it; And, when the times comes to let it go, 

To let it go. 

(Light the candle) Let this candle stand for all that we love – our most 

intimate relations, our friends, our neighbors, the strangers waiting to be 

touched by right relationship with us. Pause for a silent minute to meditate 

on what you love most dearly. 

MUSIC 

Roberta: The fourth candle stands for joy. This brief reading by Denise 

Levertov speaks of joy.  

Marvelous Truth, confront us at every turn, in every guise, iron ball, egg, 

dark horse, shadow, cloud of breath on air, 

Dwell in our crowded hearts, our steaming bathrooms, kitchens full of things 

to be done, the ordinary streets. 

Thrust close your smile that we know you, terrible joy. 



4 

 

(Light the candle) Let this candle stand for joy. Pause for a silent moment to 

reflect on the ways that you can make room for joy in your life. (Pause) 

MUSIC 

Roberta: Faith, hope, love, joy – let them move in us and stir to life among 

us a vision of truth and justice; that peace and goodwill may bless us and 

keep us in every generation.  

Homily  What does it mean to be a community of presence? If you have 

read any of the materials in the Soul Matters packet this month, and I hope 

you have, you will already have learned that presence has varied meanings 

depending on your spiritual orientation. If you are a mystic or contemplative, 

presence is a quality of intentional awareness that you cultivate over time. 

Attentiveness. Mindfulness. “The moment,” writes Henry Miller, “one gives 

close attention to anything, even a blade of grass, it becomes a mysterious, 

awesome, indescribably magnificent world in itself.” One of the spiritual 

exercises this month invites us to do just that: to choose something, 

anything, that we encounter in our daily lives and give it close enough 

attention that it becomes a world in itself.  

Every day on my drive to work I pass a small wetland near the Blue 

Ball Barn. I have been looking at it with new eyes this month, noticing the 

striking beauty of the place as it changes from its colorful autumn finery to 

the subtler shades of winter. Every day I am amazed and grateful that it is 

there on my daily commute. And yes, I feel that amazement and gratitude 

even while driving! Is there something you can be pay close attention to, 

something that might invite your regular and intentional presence? 

December is a hard month every year. This year it feels particularly hard for 

many of us. Let’s tend to our souls carefully in this trying time. Let’s be 

mindful. Let’s heed the words of the poet Mary Oliver. “This is the first, the 
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wildest and the wisest thing I know: that the soul exists and is built entirely 

out of attentiveness.” 

 Maybe you are not a mystic; maybe your approach to Unitarian 

Universalism is more theological than mystical. For you presence might 

suggest Otherness. Last year in a sermon about prayer I quoted from Dag 

Hammarskjold’s spiritual autobiography Markings. "God does not die on the 

day when we cease to believe in a personal deity, but we die on the day 

when our lives cease to be illumined by the steady radiance, renewed daily, 

of a wonder, the source of which is beyond all reason." It doesn’t matter 

what kind of God you believe in. It doesn’t matter if you believe in a God at 

all. What matters is that become aware of something transcendent, 

something greater than any one of us, some direction or intention that 

beckons us forward, something Other (with a capital O) than me and thee. 

 In that same sermon, I invoked Franco Ferrucci's autobiography of 

God, entitled A History of God as Told By Himself.  Himself talks about his 

frustration over the years with trying to make himself known to people who 

were supposed to be religious: he includes an audience with the Pope in 

which the Pope is persistently unaware of his presence, conversations with 

Christian mystics in which they consistently misunderstand his 

communications, and even an extended visit with Herman Melville during 

the writing of Moby Dick. Ferrucci’s tongue in cheek description of God's 

frustration at making Himself known to the professionally religious serves to 

remind us that while it is true that we occasionally stumble over the 

transcendent, we are more likely to be present to Otherness – God -  

whatever is of ultimate worth to you, when we are intentional about seeking 

it out.  
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 Maybe in the busy-ness of this month of December you would like to 

spend some time bringing the Ultimate Other to your awareness. One of our 

spiritual exercises this month asks, “What is the infallible sign of the 

presence of the holy for you? And when does it come?” A good Advent 

question. O come, o come Emmanuel. God with us. Other. That which is of 

ultimate worth. I invite you to spend some time with those questions. Get in 

touch with Something, the source of which is beyond all reason. Whether 

theist or humanist, become more intentionally aware of the reality that on the 

deepest of levels, you are not alone. 

 Maybe you are not much of a mystic or a theologian. Maybe you, like 

me, are more of a plain old people person. For us, presence simply means 

being with others in our lives. Back in seminary, my professor of pastoral 

care, Carol Saussey, used to remind her classrooms full of novice clergy that 

our presence was a present. More than 25 years later I know more fully the 

truth of that assertion. Presence is not just a present, it is the greatest gift of 

all. This is what your Pastoral Care Associates have learned, and what they 

practice: the ministry of presence. This is what your Guides and other 

volunteers in the Children and Youth Religious Exploration programs 

practice: the ministry of presence.  

 This ministry will probably be my last; I am hoping to retire from full 

time ministry at the end of this contract. So I find myself thinking a lot about 

what it has meant. I have files full of sermons and newsletter columns and 

board reports. I have a stole that chronicles all the congregations I have 

served. But mostly what I have is memories – memories of those rare 

moments when I could be fully present - to the grieving children of a mother 

who died far too young, to a staff member embracing a previously 
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unrecognized gift, to a board member calling himself back to covenant after 

a conflict. The greatest honor any of you ever bestow on a minister is the 

privilege of allowing us to be present to you during the deepest and most 

liminal moments of your lives. I thank you for that privilege. 

“When it’s over,” writes Mary Oliver, “I want to say: all my life I was 

a bride married to amazement. I was the bridegroom, taking the world into 

my arms. When it’s over, I don’t want to wonder if I have made of my life 

something particular, and real. I don’t want to find myself sighing and 

frightened, or full of argument. I don’t want to end up simply having visited 

this world.”  

 In December, the month of presents, I invite you – no, I urge you - to 

be present. To yourself, your family, your friends, your neighbors. To the 

beauty of the natural world. To some small thing that will become the world 

in itself. To whatever is of ultimate worth to you. Your presence is a present, 

to others and to yourself. Bestow the gift of your presence this season with 

wild abandon. Act as though it comes from some mysterious and infinite 

source, never to be used up. Because it does. Here we are, by choice, present 

to each other. And that, my friends, is what it means to be a community of  

Presence. 


