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For people who notice the Christian religious calendar, the four Sundays before Christmas are 

called Advent, a time of waiting and preparation.  Some wait with joy, some with dread, and 

some with childlike anticipation.  Some just go shopping.  UU minister Jane Rzepka made a 

seasonal mistake; she writes: “It is Thanksgiving weekend and I am at Logan Airport meeting a 

plane.  Never do this.  As anybody could tell you: you’ll have to wait.  It is Thanksgiving 

weekend, and I am in a check-out line.  Never do this.  As anybody could tell you: you’ll have to 

wait.  It is Thanksgiving weekend, and I am on the phone on hold for catalogue sales.  Never do 

this.  As anybody could tell you: you’ll have to wait.”  Whatever we’re doing, or waiting to do, 

this season can be a time of strong feelings.  How to prepare ourselves to experience our feelings 

with family and friends, not just warm and generous feelings, but all kinds of feelings?” 

 

Like Episcopal Bishop Kondrath, who is about my age, I grew up being taught to suppress and 

deny strong feelings.  Kondrath says, in order to be a healthy and adaptive faith community, we 

must be willing to explore six primary feelings: fear, anger, sadness, peace, power, and joy.  

What feeling comes to mind for you when you think about the holidays?  Please turn to someone 

near to you and tell them…  What did you say?  This will be my first Christmas since my mother 

died last June, so this joyful time of year includes sadness, too.  Many of our memories of 

Christmas involve intimacy, fear, anger, sadness, love, peace, hope, power, or joy!  If we cannot 

express our fears, our angers, our sadness, our sense of peace, our own agency or power, and our 

joy in community, we cannot be in an authentic community for becoming our best selves within 

community.  To be an authentic community of transformation, Kondrath says we must avoid 

shame and guilt in our dealings amongst ourselves.  This should be a shame and guilt-free zone. 

 

Some of us embrace this concept utilizing Marshall Rosenberg’s tools for living in 

compassionate or nonviolent communication.  Rosenberg observes that much of our language 

and action are driven at the level of observation: we observe something, feel we must respond 

immediately, and lash out at another person.  Think about a time you reacted without any 

conscious thought.  Evolutionary neurobiologists call it our Lizard Legacy, where our behavior is 

driven by our auto-neuronal system, the least evolved part of our brain, with no conscious 

thought needed or even given.  Christmas can be a time of deep feelings and emotions.  We 

experience more joy, do better in community, when we notice what feelings underlie our actions.  

Rosenberg says we are seldom our best selves when we act simply from our feelings, what 

neurobiologists call our furry little mammalian brain, or limbic system.  These generate pre-

conscious feelings that can be manipulated by marketers or persuaders, yet they also can reflect 
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our real underlying needs.  Remember what it feels like to be comforted, confident, proud, and 

fulfilled.  Remember what it feels like when we agree to buy something to engender that feeling 

and then it doesn’t.  

 

Rosenberg says all human beings have basic needs, which he names as autonomy, recognition, 

integrity, interdependence, nurturance, play, and spiritual communion.  For me, intimate spiritual 

communion with friends and family is the best part of Christmas.  Our best strategies for 

achieving these basic human needs usually come from our neo-cortex, or our monkey mind, 

which is able to acknowledge our observations and feelings and contemplate what might provide 

us with the best opportunities for joy and meaning in our lives.  Rosenberg names feelings when 

our needs are being fulfilled as amazement, joy, comfort, confidence, hope, curiosity, inspiration, 

optimism, surprise, love, and trust.  Feelings we like to have.  Rosenberg says feelings when our 

needs are not being fulfilled include anger, sadness, confusion, disappointment, distress, 

discouragement, frustration, and being overwhelmed.  These of course are feelings we would 

rather not have, but noticing them allows us to explore what our underlying needs are that are not 

being met in community.  This level of thinking requires us to use our neo-cortex, and 

particularly our frontal lobes, which are the source of our ability to seek meaning and higher 

purpose in life. 

 

I want to talk about the neuro-biology of the holidays.  The last three days have included more 

material consumption than any similar period in the year.  By itself, this is neither good nor bad.  

If you saved for months, and were able to buy something you needed at a deep discount, I 

congratulate you on being a shrewd shopper.  If you got caught up in the holiday fever, and 

bought something you didn’t really need on impulse, but you could afford it, no harm done.  But 

if Black Friday sales took you away from family and friends to buy things that aren’t essential to 

your health and wellbeing, then you, like many Americans, may be a consumption addict.  

Behavioral addictions consist of a compulsion to repeatedly engage in a behavior until it causes 

negative consequences to a person’s physical, mental, social, and/or financial wellbeing.  

Naming addictions in our loved ones is seldom popular.  The World Health Organization lists 

compulsive shopping, compulsive sex, pornography, overeating, obsessive gambling, and 

compulsive playing of computer games as common addictive behaviors.  Addicts routinely 

consume beyond the point at which it improves the quality of their life. 

 

For many addicts of all sorts, this compulsive behavior is pure lizard brain, no thought required, 

an instinctive response.  It is a question of intentionality.  If we reign in lizard brain, marketers 

play to our fuzzy little mammalian brain: they appeal to social status, vanity, various hungers, 

our fears, hopes, and dreams.  But we are still not our best selves, that which we were born 

capable of becoming, until most of our decisions and actions are driven by our neo-cortex, with a 

clear understanding of our actual needs.  I have a good friend who just bought a new Tesla, an 

eco-friendly electric luxury sports car, and he can afford it. 
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No problem.  Then he spent an hour trying to convince me to do likewise.  He appealed to my 

autonomy, my sense of play, need for recognition; and when those didn’t work, he moved on to 

my environmental concerns, sense of status, and financial ability to be “good to myself.”  Buying 

a Tesla would probably not be my best way to help the environment, nor is it likely to give me 

much additional joy once purchased (as studies of luxury goods often show), and it certainly 

doesn’t help make the world more just.  When I turned 45, I entered the seminary to become UU 

ordained clergy.  My then 16-year old son would have preferred my mid-life crisis involved 

buying a fancy sports car.  Our frontal lobes are a better guide to our sources of joy. 

 

Beyond how we spend our money, I want to talk about how we spend our time, and who we 

spend it with, in this neuro-biology of Christmas.  I like my relatives, and it’s a good thing, 

because I have so many of them.  My parents are no longer alive, though my mother died last 

June, so she will be very much with us this holiday season.  My mother loved playing word 

games at holiday gatherings, so in her memory we played super scrabble.  I also have eight living 

siblings who themselves have five spouses and seven children.  Loretta’s mother is getting older, 

and she has three sisters and their spouses and children as well.  Plus our nine grand nephews 

and nieces, who all live not too far from here, and of course our own grown children.  Some of 

these relatives, at least some of the time, get on my nerves.  It can be their poor lifestyle choices 

I’d just as soon not need to explain to my children.  Or the inappropriate consumerism, or other 

addictions, that we would like to ignore.  Christmas can put our ideals of love and tolerance to 

the ultimate test. 

 

Perhaps you also have relatives who are difficult, small-minded, or willing to say hateful things 

at the holidays.  Perhaps it is the two relatives who insist upon always arguing about politics at 

the dinner table, even if everyone knows that nothing will be resolved by their doing so.  

Marshall Rosenberg offers a game we can play in noticing who seems to be reacting out of their 

lizard brain, or those seeking comfort for their fuzzy little mammalian brain and wildly 

exaggerated feelings, and even those who seem to be more in touch with each person’s basic 

human needs, employing their neo-cortex to increase the joy and wellbeing within their 

communal gathering.  Try playing “name that brain function” if it would make your holidays 

more joyful.  My daughter, Sarah, taught me a game she learned from the Wall Street Journal, 

called “hot button bingo,” in which blank bingo cards are given out to all participants in advance, 

encouraging them to fill in each square with something a relative could say to disturb them or hit 

their hot button.  It may be some families could fill whole cards with forms of bigotry, recurring 

arguments, irresolvable problems, or old disappointments.  Each family has its own peculiar 

holiday communication patterns.  Then when someone says something which hits your hot 

button, you get to mark off a square, until someone gets bingo!  The Wall Street Journal says this 

can turn agony into fun.  And in particularly competitive families, by the second year everyone is 
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on their best behavior, for fear of giving anyone else bingo!  Think how it can transform your 

holidays, helping each and every gathering be more joyful. 

 

I wish for us all to enjoy this holiday season.  Sometimes that will require us to be more aware of 

our neuro-functioning: are we acting out of our lizard brain, our fuzzy little mammalian brain, 

our monkey mind, or our frontal lobes?  Sometimes that will require we risk facing feelings in 

community, something which can feel counter-cultural and dangerous, but it is the path to our 

liberation.  Our own spiritual autobiography, as we saw with Jamie’s vulnerable and beautiful 

faith statement, can help us find our way through this often dark wood.  For we each have a 

purpose and meaning for our lives which we often don’t discover before mid-life.  Then, if we 

become wise, we learn to light a candle of meaning against the darkness of life’s 

meaninglessness.  So let’s end with a Howard Thurman poem about why I will light candles this 

Christmas: “Candles of joy, despite all sadness; candles of hope where despair keeps watch; 

candles of courage for fears ever present.  Candles of peace for tempest tossed days, candles of 

grace to ease heavy burdens, candles of love to inspire all [our] living; candles that will burn all 

the year long.”  I love you all dearly.  Blessed Be and Amen. 


