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No one comes to this house who is not changed. I meet no one here who does not change me. 
Advent is traditionally a season of waiting and expectation; what are we Unitarian Universalists 
waiting for? The four candles in the Advent wreath, a 19th Century German custom we have 
loosely adopted, signify hope, joy, love and peace. The second Sunday of Advent focuses on joy, 
one of my favorite spiritual topics, and this year coincides with the fifth night of Hanukkah and 
the first night of the feast of St. Nicholas. So why wait, let’s celebrate! That’s why we began with 
Cherubs singing “Enter, Rejoice and Come In. Enter, rejoice and come in. Today will be a joyful 
day, enjoy rejoice and come in.” When it comes to living in joy, that captures the whole of it; 
there is no more, the rest is commentary. But commentary can be helpful.

Hanukkah, an eight-day Jewish festival of lights, follows the Jewish lunar calendar, so usually 
occurs sometime in December. Hanukkah remembers a revolt by the Maccabees to purify and re-
dedicate their Temple in Jerusalem in the second century BCE.  The battle is bloody, the sacrifice 
is great, innocents are slaughtered, but a people are rededicated to what they value, and through a 
strange miracle the lamp in the temple burns brightly even though it didn’t have enough oil. 
Rabbi Michael Lerner says, “Christmas and Hanukkah share a spiritual message: that it is 
possible to bring light and hope in a world of darkness, oppression and despair.” Hanukkah 
means re-dedication, and for more than two thousand years has been celebrated in honor of the 
enormous sacrifice. So we sing at Hanukkah: “Don’t let the light go out, it’s lasted for so many 
years. Don’t let the light go out, let it shine through our love and our tears.”

Our extended community has experienced several deaths in the last two weeks. It seems death 
comes frequently in these early days of the winter cold and dark returning, stalking us, but I say 
nevertheless: Don’t let the light go out, let it shine through our love and our tears. Death, pain 
and suffering do not define our lives, but rather it is in the midst of them that we have the 
courage to claim the source of our joy.

My wife Loretta and I lived in Munich in our early married life, and we were introduced to Saint 
Nicholas’ Eve on December 5, when German children get small presents. It is more like 
Hanukkah than our American overabundance of presents on Christmas Day. December 5 is in 
memory of a saintly Greek bishop, who died in what is now Turkey on December 6, 347 CE.  He 
cured the sick and left small coins in the shoes of children. I will leave you to investigate how 
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700 years after his death he came to be Sinterklaas, the immortal bishop who travels each year by 
boat from Spain to Holland to leave presents for small children on December 5; or how that myth 
combined in the minds of European immigrants to America with English tales of Father 
Christmas, Scandinavian stories of a jolly old gent with reindeer, and a successful Coca-Cola 
advertising campaign to give us our 20th Century American tradition of Santa Claus and Rudolph 
the red-nosed reindeer. We know how to create a season of joy!  

Which is our real subject this morning: joy in community. You may have come here this morning 
seeking joy in the form of pleasant surroundings, great music, and a compelling sermon. 
Unfortunately a consumer approach to your spiritual journey is about as sweet and filling as 
cotton candy; it may taste wonderful in the moment but will never last you through the night, 
especially when faced with pain, suffering and death. Gary Kowalski, the longtime UU minister 
in Burlington, VT, says: “People who come to Unitarian Universalism seeking spiritual goods are 
likely to be disappointed so long as [we] have the outlook of consumers in search of material 
goods. If [our] connection to our liberal faith is to grow into something more rewarding, [we] 
have to give up the consumer mind set and begin to think of [our]selves instead as shareholders, 
investors, co-owners in what happens in church.” 

That quote is from Erik Wikstrom’s new book Serving with Grace: Lay Leadership as a Spiritual 
Practice. Our Leadership Development Team has been so taken with it that we ordered fifty 
copies so every member of staff, the Parish Committee, Committee on Ministry, and every 
committee chair can read it. So what is so compelling that we thought that everyone in this 
community should consider how we are in this community? The answer is, finding joy in any 
season!

Wikstrom quotes a retired UU minister, Alice Blair Wesley, saying, “Show me the patterns of 
your church organization, and I’ll show you what the people of [your] church find worthiest of 
their loyalty. Organization and theology are not two different things.” So show me how you 
spend your money, how you spend your time, what you give your heart and soul to, and I will 
know what you truly love. Did you spend Thanksgiving weekend in conversation with your 
family, or gathered around the TV, or in lines at the mall?  What does how you spent your 
weekend say about how you spend your life? What is worthiest of your time, treasure and 
loyalty? 

In his book, Wikstrom writes: “Work devoted to something greater than yourself lifts you out of 
the narrow sphere of individual concerns, enlarges your perspective, and provides context for the 
joys and concerns of your own life …  It means working for and with a group of people who 
have intertwining needs, hopes, fears, and expectations, all to help fulfill a common mission that 
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binds them together.  What better opportunity to learn over and over again that we are mutually 
interdependent?  Lay service means claiming your own strand of the interdependent web while 
honoring the needs of others. It means being a firsthand witness to the power of diversity united 
in a single mission.” There is nothing you will ever do more powerful and transformative than 
assuming a leadership position within a community of faith. It works wonders! You perhaps have 
heard the statistics: it has been clinically proven to improve your health, your sense of well-
being, and even sometimes your sex life … with your own life partner!  To be of use, to serve the 
needs of those you love, that is what it means to be fully human, and to find joy in community.

If the term leader is too charged for you, then volunteer to be a chairperson, a facilitator, a 
convener, a participant, a servant. After all, the term minister is derived from “one who serves.”  
Rev. Martha and I are servant leaders of this faith community. So having found great joy myself, 
and discovering the deep joy to be found by so many lay leaders in this congregation, how can I 
not offer you opportunities to serve, opportunities to find joy in any season. Wikstrom says, 
“This is an especially appropriate understanding of leadership in communities like Unitarian 
Universalist congregations which, because of congregational polity, reserve ultimate authority 
for the gathered community.”

So how will you serve?  Erik says, “In a healthy congregation there are generally two kinds of 
work for lay leaders – committee work and hands-on tasks.”  He says “roughly 80% of people 
report that they’re interested in doing something to help their congregation but don’t want to 
serve on a committee, while 20% say that they’re really interested in doing the kind of work that 
committees [task forces, teams, and ministries] are supposed to do. Meanwhile, committee work, 
when understood in this way, would take up about 20% of the energy of the congregation while 
the hands-on work that’s needed would use about 80%.” 

If you haven’t served on a committee here recently, you may be surprised that many of them 
begin as we do in worship, lighting a chalice, having opening words, perhaps an opportunity for 
check-in or sharing joys and sorrows, with spiritual practices as a part of their work, and 
someone monitoring their process, until they end with a check-out or round of affirmations 
sending them forth in peace. Joining a committee, or agreeing to take any leadership role, can be 
part of living your life more fully and with more joy.

As a community, we interweave our interdependent web with intentionality, so that we learn to 
listen deeply to each other, to be in community together, and to help each other do what we could 
never do alone. If you have participated in a small group ministry, or spiritual autobiography 
class, or served on any of our more centered and high functioning committees, this concept 
should not seem new to you. We are an intentional faith community, living our lives through how 
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we are together as a community, and joy is our measure of success. Who among us doesn’t need 
opportunities for joy in our life? 

Now maybe you are wondering, how can I get some of that joy?  I’ll tell you. For those who 
have not yet taken a Building Your Own Theology or Spiritual Autobiography class yet, we are 
offering both classes again in January, but space is limited and you need to sign up for them. Our 
current four small group ministry groups are fully formed and so aren’t taking new members 
again until June.  However the Leadership Development Team will begin to select candidates 
from among those who feel called to the Parish Committee, our governing board, our Religious 
Exploration Committee, or even our Leadership Development Team itself, since they must offer 
up a slate for these groups at May’s Annual Meeting. And yesterday at the Program Council it 
was decided to offer an all committee’s volunteer fair the first Sunday in February, so everyone 
can find a calling in this community that brings them deep joy.  We are also in the midst of 
rethinking our Caring Committee and our Adult Faith Development Teams so that there will be 
more opportunities for more people to find the best place to engage in the lifeblood of this 
community.  Coming to worship is important, but transformation often requires more than that.

If you know any of the fifty people who already serve in various roles in this community you 
might ask what brings them joy.  You might borrow Erik Wikstrom’s book from them so you too 
can better understand Lay Leadership as a Spiritual Practice. 

For as an intentional faith community, we co-create together our community’s values.  Erik 
writes “active participation in the life of your spiritual community gives you an acknowledged 
stake in empowering you to make that community your true spiritual home by infusing it with 
your values. Committee meetings and fundraisers may seem far removed from the message of 
the Sunday morning sermon, but it is here that your congregation literally practices what it 
preaches, or doesn’t.” 

I take seriously where this congregation places its worth. When our annual Auction exceeded 
expectations, both for community building and money raised, I sang for joy. When our concert 
for the First Parish in Brookline Stained Glass Window Fund was not as well attended, and 
raised less than we hoped, my heart sank.  When our Thanksgiving Feast was bigger than ever, 
needing to find yet more seats for everyone, my heart soared. This is how we live our values, 
decide what’s worthy of us, co-create what we as a community will be. Where is your joy?  

Maybe you’re wondering, why does it matter if I am here?  It matters deeply, because as a 
member you have an ownership interest in the health and well being of this community.  Some 
church communities place their emphasis on the church rather than the community; not us. We 
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place our emphasis on the community of those who join lives together with intentionality. This is 
core, though not unique to Unitarian Universalism; it is true of all real faith communities, and 
true of us.  We become in time that which we cherish, that which we nourish, that which we seek.  
We are a deeply aspirational faith. There is a spirit that moves through our work.  You may call it 
God, the Spirit of Life, the joy of community, or something entirely else. But when we find our 
way to being grounded in that spirit, we find joy when we take up the work that we are called to 
do.  

This is a core message for this holiday season -- far more important than whether your family 
celebrates the baby Jesus, the Hanukkah lights, Santa Claus, Winter Solstice, or Frosty the 
Snowman. For we believe in Christmas as an opportunity to rekindle the flames of our lives, to 
find sources for our hopes and joys, for every girl and boy, and we pray this joy of Christmas 
will spread gladness everywhere. 
 
What do we teach our children? What is ultimately important for us?  We are called to affirm and 
love each other in intentional community.  From responding to that call we receive joy, a sense of 
connection, and some really good stories.  If you attended Chuck Hoey’s memorial service last 
weekend, then I know you know just what I mean. We don’t need to be perfect, we don’t even 
need to try to be perfect, but we do need to be present. For only those present receive the gifts of 
community. And there are no greater gifts than to be loved.  I love you all dearly. Blessed Be and 
Amen.
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