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Good morning! There’s something special about light at this time of year. Growing up in 
California, I remember many times in December getting up in the early hours of the 
morning with my family––when it’s quiet, still, and dark out––to watch the Christmas 
train come through the canyon. 
 
The Christmas train is legendary in Fremont. It’s a train of several old train cars covered 
from roof to wheels in lights and flashing displays. Each year, we bring thermoses of hot 
chocolate with us and park somewhere overlooking the train tracks, waiting in eager 
anticipation for the burst of light and color just around the corner. Vibrant reds, greens, 
and blues pierce through the twilight. Every year, the train seemed to get more and more 
beautiful. My younger brother, Ryan, and I would be struck with awe, our mouths wide 
open in wonder. 
 
This was an annual rhythm and tradition we began to expect and anticipate each year. It 
became a sort of season, a season of light for me and my family each December. It’s no 
kidding that so many of us find comfort in lights during the long, gloomy nights of the 
season. In addition to train cars, we see lights everywhere this time of year, ornamenting 
houses, hedges, and lawns with beads of light. Here in New England, many folks light 
candles in their windows––like the ones in our church’s windows––evoking an old 
symbol from the colonies of warmth, home, family, and welcome1. 
 
Every year we find ourselves in so many seasons of light. With the sun setting around 4:15 
pm every night, the light serves as a stark contrast to the tenebrosity of the season. Yet, 
even with these glowing reminders of warmth and celebration, joy and brilliance, there 
still seems to be a hollowness there. 
 
In all of the busyness of these seasons––the hustle and bustle––there still seems room to 
feel the loneliness, pain, and loss that this season brings. 
 
In this time of the year, there are many religious traditions that witness this sacred dance 
between day and night through their practice of various rituals and celebrations. 
 
For Hindus and Jains, late October and November mark the “Festival of Lights,” or 
Diwali. You may remember when Stephanie and the kids lit the oil lamps in the service! 
The name Diwali comes from the Sanskrit dipavali which means “row of lights2”. People 
light earthenware oil lamps and place them in rows around temples and homes to 
welcome the presence of the Goddess Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth. Lakshmi is 
especially known to visit homes that are well-lit. The lamps are also sometimes floated on 
ponds, rivers, and streams, the flickering flames dancing off the reflections of the water’s 

 
1 Lysa Stanton, “The Tradition of Burning a Candle in the Window,” Westlake Bay Village Observer, 
http://westlakebayvillageobserver.com/read/2012/03/06/the-tradition-of-burning-a-candle-in-the-
window. 
2 “Diwali: Hindu Festival,” Encyclopœdia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Diwali-Hindu-
festival. 
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surface. For Jains, the festival marks the passing of Mahavira into Nirvana, Jainism’s 
most recent enlightened teacher. 
 
For Jews, this evening marks the start of Hanukkah, which is also called the “Festival of 
Lights”. In Hebrew, the word Hanukkah means “dedication3”. It’s an eight-day 
celebration commemorating the rededication of the Second Temple of Jerusalem after its 
defilement by invaders. From the Talmud, the practice of lighting oil lamps comes from a 
miracle of the oil in the temple. According to tradition, there was only enough consecrated 
oil––found in only a small jar––to burn in the lamps for one night. Mysteriously, the oil 
continued to burn for eight days, bringing light into the temple until new oil could be 
found. To commemorate this, people light a menorah––a candelabra with eight 
branches––for each of the eight days the oil burned, with a separate branch for a “servant 
candle” that helps to light the others. 
 
For Christians, we’re nearing the end of Advent. Today, Christians in churches and homes 
light all four candles on the wreath. This fourth candle represents peace; as Advent 
progresses, lighting a new candle each week, all four candles on the wreath are lit to 
symbolize hope, faith, joy, and peace4. In Latin, adventus means “coming,” as in the 
coming birth of Jesus at Christmas5. Advent is a period of spiritual preparation. It involves 
making oneself ready spiritually to celebrate the birth of the Christ and to renew 
commitments to faith. 
 
And of course, for Pagans, December 25th historically marks the Winter Solstice in this 
season of lengthened nights, also known as “Yule”. Some of you may have enjoyed the 
service we held yesterday, which we celebrated on December 21st, the longest night and 
the shortest day of this year. Now “Yule” isn’t just another fancy word for Christmas, as 
much as we like to burn our Yule Logs and huddle up by the fireplace. The name Yule 
comes from an old Norse word meaning “wheel,” as in the wheel of the solar cycle6. The 
Winter Solstice is the day with the shortest amount of daylight and the longest night. 
Before it became associated with Christmas and the birth of Jesus, it was a ritual holiday 
celebrating light and the rebirth of the sun. Many of our Christmas traditions have roots 
in Pagan Winter Solstice celebrations, like harvesting and decorating an evergreen tree or 
placing boughs of holly around the home. 
 
As you’ve gathered by now, there are so many seasons of light at this time of year, when 
the nights grow to their longest and the days shrink. There are so many seasons I haven’t 
mentioned, like the Muslim celebration of Mawlid to mark the birthday of the Prophet 
Muhammad; Kwanzaa which focuses on family, history, and community for African 
Americans; Bodhi Day for Buddhists who celebrate the anniversary of the Buddha’s 
enlightenment; the Sikh celebration of the birth of their founder, Guru Nanak; even our 
own celebration of Chalica, which celebrates our Seven Principles! 

 
3 “Hanukkah: Judaism,” Encyclopœdia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Hanukkah. 
4 “The Purpose and Symbolism of the Advent Wreath,” Mercy Home for Boys & Girls, The Mission of Our 
Lady of Mercy, https://www.mercyhome.org/blog/sunday-mass/advent-wreath/. 
5 “Advent: Christianity,” Encyclopœdia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Advent. 
6 Selena Fox, “Celebrating Winter Solstice,” Circle Sanctuary, 
https://www.circlesanctuary.org/index.php/celebrating-the-seasons/celebrating-winter-solstice. 
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To save this from becoming a survey course on world faiths and their numerous holidays, 
there’s a greater reason for why so many traditions hold celebrations of light in this time 
of year. These diverse seasons of light come each year to remind us to hold the 
complicated and difficult that comes with each season. 
 
The Rev. Rob McCall discusses this in our reading this morning. He writes: 
 

It’s curious that just now when our Northern skies and lands are becoming 
darkest, nearly every religion is entering a season of light. The shortest days 
and longest nights loom in on us, and yet everywhere people are gathering 
and praising the light. Is this a sort of denial or insanity, or an overdose of 
the opiate of the masses? Don’t they notice the ever-growing night? Don’t 
they see dark wars raging while they celebrate the birthday of the peaceful 
Buddha, or chatter on about the Prince of Peace, or light the Menorah?7 

 
To McCall, it seems almost like denial to witness so many of these festivals and 
celebrations of light when there’s so much gloom and despair all around us. There is so 
much pain and sorrow found in the spaces between glowing Christmas lights, loud parties, 
and roaring fires. There are empty places at our tables. Empty chairs in our homes. For 
some, the holidays bring about loneliness instead of community and connection. Perhaps 
our loved ones aren’t able to visit each year. Cumbersome jobs or long distances make the 
journey impossible. Or even for young adults and elderly folks alike who find themselves 
on their own for the holidays; especially people who can’t always come home because of 
their gender or sexuality, because of being and living as their authentic selves. 

 
Sometimes this annual season of dampened spirits is a season that we fail all too often to 
acknowledge or talk about amidst the loud festivities. Some have even given it a name, 
naming it “Blue Christmas”. It’s a name that recognizes that at this time of year, not all 
things are merry and bright; sometimes they’re blue. 
 
In a UU litany by the Rev. Debra Faulk, Faulk attempts to name the emotional complexity 
Holidays can sometimes carry. Titled “Litany of Comfort for Blue Christmas” there’s a 
phrase repeated over and over again: “All around us are bright lights and merry messages; 
Yet in our heart not all is joyful… We find comfort in naming these feelings; we find some 
peace in being together8”. 
 
Perhaps we are frustratingly raw and vulnerable in acknowledging that not all is joyful in 
our hearts and minds this season. No matter how hard we name and sit with our feelings, 
this can’t fill the empty place at the table. This can’t make the loss feel any less severe. 
This can’t fill the empty places in our hearts beyond what our words can describe. 

 
So why is it that even in moments where all seems hopeless, we are continuously bound 
to search for light? Why do so many of our world traditions celebrate light in the midst 

 
7 Rob McCall, “December,” Awanadjo Almanack Issue 112, Maine Boats, Homes & Harbors, 
https://maineboats.com/print/issue-112/awanadjo-almanack-112. 
8 Debra Faulk, “Litany of Comfort for Blue Christmas,” WorshipWeb, 
https://www.uua.org/worship/words/reading/151325.shtml. 
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of shadows? What is it about gathering in community that helps us to hold these complex 
feelings and emotions? 
 
McCall reflects on this as well. He writes: 
 

The madness of memory is that it is not bound by what the eyes see. It 
remembers the recurring rhythm of darkness and light and knows that the 
light always follows the darkness… Memory and hope hold the soul above 
the flood of fear and the deluge of death and say, “No, it shall not be so 
forever, but only for now. The darkness is just for a time. The light will 
return.” 9 

 
Revisiting the annual rhythms of these celebrations, these seasons of light remind us that 
the long nights are temporary. The days will lengthen. There is hope to be found in 
gathering together and kindling light. 
 
It’s why my family and I look forward to the Christmas train coming through the canyon 
each year. Even through our groggy eyes and deep yawns between scalding gulps of hot 
chocolate, even when no other light is visible that morning, we anticipate the awe and 
wonder of the season just around the bend. The darkness is just for a time. The light will 
return. 
 
Sometimes in talking about light and dark, we might have the impression that only the 
light is good and that the darkness is somehow inherently bad. We might view darkness 
as a negative thing, just something to be avoided and shooed away by candles and lamps. 
I want to challenge this whole dichotomy between light and dark. Instead, we might not 
view light as “good” and dark as “bad.” We might view them as seasons and cycles, each 
with their own complexities and part of the human condition and story. 
 
Sister Joan Chittister, the American Benedictine nun, theologian, and author reflects on 
this in her book, “Uncommon Gratitude”. She writes, “Darkness deserves gratitude. It is 
the alleluia point at which we learn to understand that all growth does not take place in 
sunlight10”. In this way, darkness isn’t bad at all. If anything, it’s evidence of something 
greater. Some greater growth, some deeper alleluia for life and its trials.  
  
There’s one final season of light that I haven’t discussed. It’s the season of light found in 
lighting our chalice together each Sunday morning. In lighting the chalice, we bring its 
light into our midst to honor the inherent worth and dignity in one another and to affirm 
the hope found in being in community together. It’s also an affirmation of that special 
something that happens in worship together. It marks a transition of our time into 
something deeper together, into celebrating life and all of the joys and sorrows that come 
with it. We make a space to hold all that is our lives, the inexplicable awe of what it means 
to be human and to hold these complex emotions. Our flaming chalice reminds us, like 

 
9 Rob McCall, “December,” Awanadjo Almanack Issue 112, Maine Boats, Homes & Harbors, 
https://maineboats.com/print/issue-112/awanadjo-almanack-112. 
10 Joan Chittister & Rowan Williams, Uncommon Gratitude: Alleluia for All That Is (2014). 
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many of these festivals and celebrations do, that there is so much hope found in being 
together. 
 
Over these next couple of weeks, I invite you to think about these questions: What seasons 
of light or rhythms do you find yourself in this year? What do you find yourself yearning 
and longing for? What or who is missing? Where do you find awe meeting you and 
calling you into hope? 
 
In this complex season of both highs and lows, I leave you with this blessing: May ours be 
a community in which we can bring our fullest selves: the pangs of loss and loneliness; 
the shouts of joy and celebration; the calls of curiosity, awe, and wonder. In this time of 
nights growing to their longest, may you continue to search for that spark, that flickering 
flame of light. May this light hold you and keep you when all else around you and in you 
feels uneasy. May this place, this refuge, be a continued source of light and love in your 
life through all that this season brings. May this community fill you and remind you of the 
shifting cycles and seasons––that the darkness is just for a time… The light will return. 
May it be so. Amen. 


