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 This past week I was celebrating one of my favorite holiday 

traditions: I had lunch with members of our Men’s Brown Bag groups.  

This is something we have been doing ever since I arrived at First 

Unitarian trying to get to know people, and this has stuck.  It is great for 

me to connect with some of our members and to hear some great 

stories.  This year didn’t disappoint.  One such story shared was about 

my predecessor Rev. John MacKinnon who was the Senior Minister at 

First Unitarian Church back in the 1950s.  One year John got up to give a 

sermon on Easter Sunday.  Easter is a notoriously hard sermon to 

preach in the Unitarian Church, and so Rev. MacKinnon decided to 

preach on the coming of Spring.  Unfortunately for him that year Easter 

was early and the Sunday in question turned out to be as cold and 

snowy as any that winter.  Although I have chosen a different season, 

winter rather than spring, I am fortunate that the weather has 

cooperated with today’s sermon topic. 
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 Indeed, more than a few people commented to me last week on 

how my opening paragraph was uniquely cogent: always consult the 

weather channel.  Of course if the people who came to church last 

Sunday had consulted the weather channel before worship that 

morning, they very likely wouldn’t have come.  But if John MacKinnon is 

brave enough to preach an Easter sermon about spring, I can certainly 

preach a Christmas sermon about winter. 

 Winter is an odd time of the year to do much celebrating of 

anything.  Nature is literally turning out the lights and taking a rest.  No 

one and nothing can go full speed all year round.  We all need a break.  

Yet what a strange time to have, what is for many people even in our 

secular culture, the largest celebration of the year.  Christians speak of 

the absurdity of the cross, but there is also an absurdity of the manger.  

Why would the most powerful being in the universe, presumably the 

author of the universe, become physically present in the world as a 

little baby in a stable?  Surely if God were to come down and become 

manifest on Earth in human form he could do so in a much more 

dramatic fashion.  Hollywood could imagine a story with lots of 

explosions and the armies of Herod battling the armies of Jerusalem.  

But that is not what happens.  God comes to earth, the Bible says, in 

the form of an innocent vulnerable baby that shortly after his birth is on 

the run.  It is a metaphor really; we find God in unexpected places. 
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 So often the best parts of the holiday season are not to be found 

in the big dramatic moments that we have been planning, but in the 

side moments.  When I think back to the Christmases of my childhood I 

think my best memories are from Christmas afternoon.  Sure there was 

a rush, an excitement, a drama that went with Christmas morning.  It 

was fun; I loved it.  But with a handful of exceptions, I don’t remember 

too many actual gifts that I received that got me that worked up.  Sure 

there are a few that have stayed with me in my memory down through 

the years, but not as many as I would have guessed in the moment 

when I received them. 

 What I actually remember from Christmas is not so much what I 

actually got when I woke up, but what we did with the rest of the day.  

Normally we would visit both sets of grandparents, eventually winding 

up at my maternal grandparents house.  They lived on a lake in 

southern Michigan, and it was beautiful during the holidays.  Sometime 

in the late afternoon on Christmas day there was this lull.  The rush of 

food and presents had worn off, and it felt like you were coming down 

off of this high.  As a kid I didn’t like that feeling; I wanted the high 

drama and excitement of Christmas to last all day.  But like winter itself, 

there needs to be a down beat, a moment in the year when we pause 

and regroup.  My aunt and grandfather were both pretty good 

musicians.  We would gather around the piano or around my 



4 
 

grandmother’s table and begin to sing Christmas carols.  To this day, 

whenever we sing certain carols in our worship services I remember 

specific years and where I was sitting around my grandmother’s table 

when we sang that song decades ago. 

 The joy of Christmas can be found in unexpected and even ironic 

places.  Sure I experienced happiness on Christmas morning 

unwrapping gifts in a torrent of paper and ribbon.  But I found joy, a 

lasting state of satisfaction of the soul, while singing Christmas carols 

on Christmas afternoon.  That is a little counter-cultural.  Our 

consumerist culture sells Christmas to us, but they usually are selling 

the happiness of Christmas morning.  There isn’t much they can do 

about joy – maybe replaying all of those holiday movies on TV is the 

closest you can come. 

 When I was older in college Christmas was a bit harder.  I was 

away for some of the family gatherings, and frankly many of my 

grandparents had passed away by that point.  Not to mention that the 

holiday season coincides with finals, and the stress of one tends to 

diminish the other.  Things were different and different is bad when it 

comes to Christmas.  We like the parts of the holidays that continue 

from year to year.  So it was seeming to be a rather sad Christmas for 

me my junior year of college.  At the time I was a part of a Methodist 



5 
 

Campus Ministry group called the Wesley foundation.  When finals 

were all done, and my friends and I were on the eve of heading home, 

we would throw this big party.  Now as college parties go this one was 

pretty tame; it was put on by tea-totaling Methodists after all.  But we 

would do something similar; stand around the piano singing.  I think 

holiday music is a lot like the smell of Christmas dinner it is a strong 

trigger of memory.   

 I think the joy of Christmas, the soul satisfying pleasure of it, 

comes from being connected to community.  For many it is our family, 

but it doesn’t have to be.  I experienced it just as strongly with my 

college friends at the party that year.  You find joy, like a baby in a 

manger, in unexpected places.  Not in the spot advertised where there 

is room at the inn.  Although we are sold the consumerist, individualist 

side of the holiday, joy is really about the communal side of it; 

connecting with other people. 

 This is the beloved in beloved community.  More and more the 

very idea of a religious community like a church is becoming counter-

cultural itself.  Once upon a time, not really so long ago, church was 

considered a mainstream activity.  Now it feels almost quaint; like 

standing around a piano singing Christmas carols on Christmas 

afternoon.  Why be a part of community where people meet each other 



6 
 

face-to-face?  So often we get our “community” through the internet 

now.  We feel somehow “connected” to long lost friends sure, but also 

to perfect strangers.  Social media allows us to express ourselves in 

unique and creative ways, but it also makes us the center of the 

universe too.  Through newsfeeds I can get news only from those places 

that agree with my specific flavor of political opinion.  I can watch 

YouTube videos on the specific topics I want.  I get to choose the 

celebrities I want to follow on Twitter.  It is very egocentric.  No one 

tells me or imposes on me the need to listen to someone I don’t want 

to listen to – even if it might be good for me to do so. 

 The real difference between cyber community and beloved 

community is that a beloved community makes demands of you.  Now 

don’t reach for your wallets – this isn’t a pledge drive sermon in 

disguise!  Obviously financial contribution is one obvious way in which a 

face-to-face community asks something of you, but then again so does 

the cyber one.  You can choose the premium option, or the fancy new 

app that you pay a small fee for.  No what I mean is that in a person to 

person community our individual egos do not reign supreme.  In a 

culture that values and encourages individualism, consumerism, and 

egotism, coming together in community is a counter-cultural activity 

regardless of the creed or covenant. 
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 To be in community means that I have to practice radical 

hospitality: making room for the full humanity of someone else.  I have 

to be willing to sacrifice a little bit of my personal freedom, of my 

egotistical need to always get everything my way, and let someone else 

lead.  We learn how to be in community in church.  We give a little 

piece of who we are to the common good of the entire community.  It 

can be scary because we intentionally make ourselves vulnerable.  Our 

leaders might not do the things we want them to do individually even 

though they are for the good of the whole.  That isn’t a message you 

hear a lot of these days, but that is the beloved community. 

 Why do this?  Why even enter into this agreement of church 

membership as we saw earlier this morning when we welcomed so 

many new members?  Because we are by nature social creatures.  We 

live move and have our being in a complex network of interconnection 

and interrelatedness.  Being in a face to face community is really the 

only way to express and live out that interconnection.  Sure it’s fine to 

be online, but that is at best a complement not a supplement for the 

real thing.   

Besides this is winter, when we find joy in unexpected places.  

Anyone can find happiness in the bright warm days of summer.  But 

strip all of the outer trappings away and in the midst of winter all that is 
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left is joy.  I think joy comes to us in the rough and tumble of being 

connected to each other in community.  We get back so much more by 

giving a little piece of our ego over to the community as a whole. 

This time of year I find myself thinking of people long past.  This 

year I remember Alice Blackstone.  Alice was the matriarch of the small 

church in Omaha I served when I first went into ministry.  Quite 

literally: she and others referred to her as a matriarch.  Alice first 

became a Unitarian in 1933 as a young woman, and stayed in the 

church until she died eight years ago.  I think of her in this bleak 

midwinter time because she used to invite people over to her house to 

sing Christmas carols.  It was her way of getting to know new people.  

Alice used to teach piano and played for the worship services for a 

time.  She had a piano bench filled with books and we would gather 

around to sing. 

I became something of a surrogate grandson to Alice.  Most of her 

family lived in Minnesota by then, so I got a lot of her transferred 

grandmotherly affection.  As my ministry went on in Omaha, Alice grew 

more frail and sick.  Eventually she left her house and lived in a nursing 

home.  I would still visit, though we didn’t sing as much.  My last visit 

with Alice Blackstone was just before I took sabbatical.  I made an 

agreement with the church that Alice’s memorial service, which was 
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looking pretty imminent at that point, would be something I would 

come back to do.  Alice was in pretty rough shape by the end, breathing 

through a mask, not even able to sit up in bed.  I said good-bye knowing 

that it would be for the last time. 

Sure enough Alice passed away; during Christmas time ironically 

enough.  The time of the year she loved so much was when she passed 

on to her reward as she used to say.  The memorial service was in 

January.  Her grandchildren and great-grandchildren came down for it.  

Alice was a published poet, and all of the readings were her poems.  

Family members picked their favorites, as did I.  We all knew this day 

was coming, it was no surprise.  But I remember feeling an odd emotion 

during her memorial service: joy.  Instead of sadness I literally felt joy.  

What an ironic emotion to experience at a memorial service.  Joy that 

this marvelous lady had lived, what she had done, and that I had been 

given the gift to be a part of that life, even if only for a brief time at its 

end.  But that is how we do memorial services in our religious 

community of the Unitarian Universalist Church: they are a celebration 

of life in the face of death.  While sadness and grief are understandable, 

the tone and tenor is one of joy for the person to have lived and that 

they were interconnected and interrelated to us in some way. 
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What an unexpected place to find joy!  I submit to you that that 

could only be possible in a beloved community.  It’s too easy to 

unfriend, unfollow, unsubscribe when someone on the internet does 

something we don’t like.  Staying with it, even when we don’t get our 

way, makes for real community.  And setting aside our ego for the good 

of the group helps us grow toward becoming more spiritually mature 

human beings.  There is joy to be found in that process too. 

This holiday season may you find joy in unexpected places, just as 

a baby was found in a manger.  Better yet, create joy with others in real 

community, just as we light candles and celebrate light during the 

darkest days of the year.  For there is no greater gift than that.  Amen 

Blessed Be. 


