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Family heading homewards for the holiday,
This is Christmas.

Bright lights strung from houses and trees,
This is Christmas.

Peopling caroling in the cold for those shut in from life,
This is Christmas.

Presents piling up under the tree in anticipation,
This is Christmas.

A festive mood with parties despite the winter’s cold, 
This is Christmas.

The coziness of candlelight holding back the dark night,
This is Christmas.

May we delight in all our various celebrations and spirits of this Christmas
 as it rushes upon us once again. Amen.

Marissa Gutierrez-Vicario
Membership Coordinator

This Christmas, I find myself not going home. Much to the dismay of my mother and the silent, 
but pervasive grumblings of my older brother, I have come to terms with it. Though a Christian 
Unitarian Universalist, over the years, I have become jaded by most American holidays, 
especially Christmas, as I find them an excuse for over-consumption in our society, rife with 
greed and a disregard for their original meanings.
 
However, my attitude changed somewhat around two years ago, with the birth of my most 
favorite child, my nephew, Andrew Michael. This will be Andrew’s second Christmas. With that 
in mind, I try to envision this holiday from his point of view, from his own little eyes. What does 
a Christmas tree look like to a two-year old? Will he recognize the fresh scent of a real pine tree 
distinct from the reusable faux one that my parents decided one Christmas to purchase (“It will 
pay itself off one day, Marissa, don’t worry”)? Will his heart sing the first time he sees the multi-
colored lights turn on once all the decorations have been placed upon the tree? What will the 
paper feel like underneath his fingers as he rips the paper off his presents? Knowing him, most 
likely he will be more intrigued by the wrapping paper itself.



 
As for Santa Claus himself, Andrew Michael despises him (he really is my nephew). Every 
picture his parents send me of him on top of a Macy’s-hired imitator depicts an upset toddler 
screaming with tears streaming down his eyes. I’d like to believe that this is my nephew 
symbolically taking a stance against corporate greed and capitalism, but in reality, I think it’s the 
long, scratchy white beard that he really hates most. Will Andrew Michael remember posing for 
these pictures, surely to be the delight of his proud grandparents, who will probably place them 
on the mantle of their decorated fireplace or in the pocket of their special holiday-card holder 
that they’ve had as long as I’ve been alive, right next to their Mr. and Mrs. Santa Claus my mom 
had created several years ago? Probably not, but his image will last forever, immortalized on 
Christmas cards and Facebook photo albums for years to come.
 
What I worry most about Andrew Michael is that he may not ever have a traditional Mexican 
Christmas. He, being fourth generation Mexican-American, will be slightly disconnected. Only 
when I moved to Mexico City several years ago, was I introduced to some of the old traditions of 
our madre tierra. The night before Three Kings Day, many Mexicans eat the sweet Rosca de 
Reyes, or King Cake. The tradition goes that the person who finds the miracle baby, a plastic 
baby Jesus, baked into their own piece of King Cake, must make the Mexican dish of tamales 
and have the party for next year’s Christmas for their friends and family. Andrew Michael 
doesn’t know this; I will have to teach this to him very soon, so that we may celebrate and 
understand the meaning of Christmas, together.

Rebecca Keller Scholl
Director of Religious Exploration

As a young girl growing up in Connecticut I often experienced a Currier and Ives type of 
Christmas.  My whole family lived in the same town, and would come over on Christmas 
morning. We would spend the whole day together; exchanging gifts, singing carols by the 
flagstone fireplace, looking out the picture window in the living room watching snow flakes 
collect on the branches of the bare dogwood tree.

Following my parents divorce, life was different. We tried to keep many of our original 
traditions, but some were altered, some lost forever, and there were new traditions incorporated 
as my parents remarried and we blended not only families, but holidays.

In December, in addition to Christmas, my stepmother Linda introduced me to Hanukah. When 
she came into my life I was 11 years old, and though I had friends who were Jewish, I had never 
really understood the magic and mystery of the rituals and traditions. Linda shared with us her 
Jewish heritage and family traditions and celebrations. We would all light the Hanukah candles 
and even learned the prayers in Hebrew.  Linda explained to us that lighting the Hanukah candles 
is a way to remember the hard fought battle for the freedom to worship.  



I learned about Christmas from my Grandma Mimi. She was Christmas Crazy --- all out, over the 
top, deck the halls, the tackier the better, Christmas Crazy.

Christmas with Grandma Mimi meant decorating the house the day after Thanksgiving, baking 
the birthday cake and singing Happy Birthday to Baby Jesus, making gifts, setting up the creche, 
listening to Christmas carols and following in the traditions that had been in her family for years.  
Grandma believed in making Christmas magical, focusing on giving to others, and of course, she 
would remind us that the holiday was celebrating the birth of Jesus, our lord and savior, in whom 
all things were made possible, and who was himself a gift from God -- Remember, Irish 
Catholic.

So I was blessed to grow up with both the light of the Menorah and the twinkle lights of the 
Christmas tree.  Then came the year that Hanukah and Christmas fell on the same day. My 
grandparents had moved to Old Lyme, Connecticut, about an hour and a half from my home. In 
the car ride up we sang songs and played with some of the presents we had opened that morning.  

We arrived at my grandparents’ and were instantly greeted at the door with bear hugs, head 
patting and cheek kissing. The house was filled with the smell of the the Christmas ham baking 
in the oven. I could hear the sound of the firewood crackling as it burned, and the laughter of my 
young cousins who were playing with the train set under the Christmas tree.  We enjoyed our 
usual Christmas day festivities, until Grandpa announced that we would sit down to eat at 5.

I looked out the window and saw the sun starting to set.  Linda walked over to one of the bags 
she had brought and took out her menorah, matches, and the shawl she wore while saying the 
prayers.  She walked up to my Grandma Mimi and asked if it would be alright if she lit the 
Menorah in one of the bedrooms upstairs, as she didn’t want to disturb anyone.

My grandmother shook her head -- and said no, it would not be alright.

Linda looked stunned and hurt.  

My grandmother gently put her hands on top of Linda’s hands and the Menorah she was holding.  

She looked Linda straight in the eyes and said, “I have already made a place for the Menorah on 
the Christmas table. Jesus was Jewish after all, what better way to honor him.  If it is time to 
light the candles, let us all gather ‘round.”

And we did just that, Catholic, Jewish and Unitarian Universalist together, singing the ancient 
blessing in Hebrew.  I will always remember the Menorah on the Christmas table, the true spirit 
of Christmas that my Grandma Mimi imparted to me.



Sarah Napoline
Ministerial Intern

Have you ever noticed that Unitarian Universalists rewrite hymns?? As someone 
who was raised UU, this was and continues to be somewhat jarring. Consider my 
shock when I read the lyrics to "Onward Christian Soldiers," fondly known 
among us as "Forward Through the Ages." I still experience surprise when 
attending community worship at Andover Newton and I recognize the music to a 
hymn, but not the lyrics. And, most recently, we sang "O Come, O Come 
Emmanuel" with little to no reference to Jesus or Christianity. "Emmanuel" 
means God among us. If we weren't talking about the traditional Christian 
portrayal of Jesus, shouldn't the lyrics be "O Come, O Come ... Someone else?"

Perhaps this is a better UU Christmas carol: "Glad tidings of reason and fact"

"GOD REST YE, UNITARIANS"
Lyrics by the Rev. Christopher Gist Raible, First Unitarian Church of Worcester

God rest ye, Unitarians, let nothing you dismay;
Remember there's no evidence there was a Christmas Day;

When Christ was born is just not known, no matter what they say,
O, Tidings of reason and fact, reason and fact,

Glad tidings of reason and fact.

There was no star of Bethlehem, there was no angels' song;
There could have been no wise men for the trip would take too long.

The stories in the Bible are historically wrong,
O, Tidings of reason and fact, reason and fact,

Glad tidings of reason and fact!

Our current Christmas customs come from Persia and from Greece,
From solstice celebrations of the ancient Middle East.
We know our so‐called holiday is just a pagan feast,
O, Tidings of reason and fact, reason and fact,

Glad tidings of reason and fact.

Unitarian Universalists have a complicated relationship with Christmas. After all, 
only decades ago, we, too, were Christian. Unitarians believed in the unity of God, 
but followed the work and teachings of Jesus. Universalists believed in universal 
salvation for all humanity, and most believed in the divinity of Christ. Somehow, 
years later, we all ended up here. Agnostic, pagan, Jewish, humanist… maybe 
even a few Christians. The church follows the Christian liturgical year, with our 
own twist. We celebrate Christmas, solstice, Martin Luther King Day, Chinese 
New Year, Easter, and May Day. Somehow, all this seems to Wit together.



Being raised Unitarian Universalist stretched my capacity for inclusivity. I still 
have friends asking what we celebrate on Christmas, and I'm not entirely sure I 
have a great answer. I guess I'm still waiting to Wigure that out.

For me, growing up Unitarian Universalist, Christmas is the Christmas Revels at 
Sanders Theater in Cambridge. “Revels celebrates the seasons and cycles of 
human life through the arts, the songs and dances, and the stories from 
traditional cultures. Audiences recognize the events, desires, and dilemmas from 
another place and time as their own. The Christmas Revels welcomes the return 
of the light.”

The performance would be interspersed with holiday carols that the audience 
would rise and sing along with: Deck the Halls, or Dona Nobis Pacem. Revels has 
a tradition, right before intermission, of singing The Lord of the Dance, an old 
Christian hymn. The Pinewood Morris Men in gleaming white uniforms, wearing 
jingling sleigh bells, would dance around the stage and down the aisles, pulling 
the audience from their seats to celebrate.

My mother had another traditional part of the Revels that was her favorite—the 
Abbots Bromley Horn Dance. Out of utter darkness a haunting Wlute would start; 
the light in the theater slowly increases, and a handful of Wigures become visible, 
bearing antlers upon their brow. Standing in two lines, they began a Wluid, 
enchanting dance interposed with the click of antlers meeting. The music is 
played for the ancient ceremony of "deer running," once a mid‐winter ritual 
dance of the hunt and cycling of the year. 

An old Christian hymn, an ancient Celtic ritual. In these weeks leading up to 
Christmas, it is Advent, and we are waiting for something.

My mother, having long since abandoned the Catholicism of her upbringing, still 
erects her little family creche each year, bringing in the players of the nativity 
one by one, according to the story’s chronology. Sometime in early December, we 
Wirst see the cow, then the shepherd and his sheep, since they are out there day 
after day, rain or shine. Next comes Mary and Joseph, a few days before 
Christmas. They sit, waiting. And then, sometime overnight on Christmas Eve 
while my brother and I were asleep, the baby arrives, with an angel hovering 
above. The wise men do not arrive until January, but you can see them on their 
journey across the treacherous terrain of our bookshelf.

Even if she’s not waiting for a savior, my mother is waiting.

Advent is a season of waiting, of anticipation. For the Christ child, if you're 
Christian. Or maybe it's a season of learning to wait. Of embracing tradition and 
family, being patient and kind. We are waiting for the birth of love, generosity, 
and patience in our hearts.



"Glad tidings of reason and fact." Indeed, reason and fact are very glad tidings. I 
am married to a scientist; I don't think I could escape reason or fact if I tried. But 
does that really capture the feeling of the season? Or maybe the season is 
captured in the quiet darkness of the horn dance. Or the festive cheer of "Decking 
the Halls." Or the patience of a young mother, terriWied and yet blessed, awaiting 
the birth of her Wirst child.

What are you waiting for this Advent? I'm waiting for peace, for balance, and a 
quiet day with family, if such a thing exists. I'm waiting for glad tidings of any 
kind.

So what are you waiting for? What will arrive with the birth of a child? What is 
born in us, every year? At the very least, a new day will dawn and we will be 
given another chance to live our lives to their fullest. 

What are you waiting for?

Rev. Jim Sherblom 
“Christmas in Scandinavia”

My great grandfather emigrated from Sweden and my father grew up in the Swedish immigrant 
community in Worcester, Massachusetts. Swedes have a different take on Christmas; first and 
foremost, it isn’t fundamentally a religious or even a Christian holiday. Most Scandinavians 
experience this time of year as dark (in Lapland for 20 out of every 24 hours), cold (did I 
mention Lapland is within the Arctic Circle?), and starving.

The winter famine one year was so bad, in what we would now call the 4th century, few if any 
children were likely to survive until spring. That December a Viking ship full of food appeared 
early one morning guided by a Norse goddess. Swedes called her Lucia, queen of light, and her 
food saved many lives that winter.  Swedes remembered it for centuries, long before Christianity 
had been brought to the far northern part of Europe.

Swedes worshipped the old gods.  The Jul month, spelled J-U-L the source of our English word 
Yuletide, lasts at least a month from mid-December until mid-January on our solar calendars.  It 
begins December 13th by remembering Lucia, the bringer of light in the midst of darkness, 
moves on to decorating a Julgran, a living spruce tree, on the winter solstice, and continues with 
a drunken Julafton feast on the night we will celebrate tomorrow as Christmas Eve. Julotta on 
December 25th is generally a quiet day for Swedes as we recover from the party the night before, 
not unlike how many Americans celebrate on New Year’s Day.

On arriving in Brookline eight years ago I was surprised that we celebrated Santa Lucia, a thinly 
veiled Norse goddess.   



Since heavy snows make travel difficult, most extended families return to their ancestral homes 
by mid-December often staying for weeks as festive decorations are homemade, special foods 
are baked, games are played, and everyone generally waits out the worst of winter. Straw replicas 
of Thor’s goats, a holdover from the old religion, are hung around the house.  Starting with the 
winter solstice Swedes add one simple candle to their tree each night until there could be 24 lit 
candles on their tree by January 13th, St. Knut’s day, which marks the end of the levity and the 
need to return to work.

Good King Knut was an 11th century Swedish king who thought it was a waste of time and risk 
of life for anyone to try to travel for work during the Jul month, and so set everyone free. A 
monthlong celebration, Jultomte, Santa to us is a jolly elf who lives on the magic mountain of 
Korvatunturi in the snow-bound town of Savukosi in Lapland, so he drives a sleigh of reindeer 
across the frozen wastes, traveling a few hundred miles so no need to fly, and who would fly in 
this weather anyway? 

Christianity became the state religion in the 12th century and bishops didn’t know what to do 
with Swedish winter traditions. So they sanctified them. The goddess Lucia became St. Lucia in 
memory of a Sicilian martyr of the 4th century, Jultomte became St. Nicholas, a 4th century Greek 
Bishop, and good king Knut became St. Knut.  Our clever old elf wore a green fur lined outfit 
and drove a sleigh of reindeer.

The Bishops turned his suit red, the red of Turkish Bishops, and so veiled this pagan elf. The 
Julafton feast became the Christmas Eve. Julbord, and instead of staying by cozy fire Swedes are 
encouraged to go to church on December 25th, but few do, who would travel outside in this 
weather?

Santa brings gifts for everyone -- no making lists, no checking it twice, no naughty or nice, Santa 
is a Universalist. All twelve reindeer make their way, no red nose required, through the blinding 
snow, and Frosty never melts, despite climate change.

Hospitality is still the centerpiece of Jul for Swedish immigrants.  My Dad was a Baptist minister 
so we celebrated Advent at church, went to church on Christmas Eve, but otherwise enjoyed 
being descended from Swedes where this was very much a secular holiday.  My Dad never let 
being a Christian minister get in the way of the Swedes’ great antidote to darkness and a 
thoroughly pagan celebration of Christmas!

We heard from Marissa about what it was like as a Christian UU to turn away from the 
greediness of Christmas, and how seeing through the eyes of a child’s delight brought her back to 
an appreciation of her family’s distinctive Mexican-American Christmas traditions. We heard 
from Sarah Napoline, our ministerial intern, what Christmas was like for a child in a formerly 
Catholic family now immersed in the center of Unitarian Universalist transcendentalism. Glad 
tidings of reason and fact, blending ancient rituals with no requirement that they be historically 
or objectively true, but only that they be deeply moving.  Different traditions emerge for different 



times. We heard from Rebecca about how divorce shook apart her Christmas traditions and led to 
making room for a menorah at the Christmas table even while baking a birthday cake for the 
baby Jesus. A UU Christmas makes room for all.  We heard from Keith Kirchoff, our choir 
director, about his family’s tradition of flooding the house with holiday decorations and more 
kinds and quantities of cookies than could ever be eaten. Yet it is the Christmas at which they do 
without that generates some of the fondest memories. This eclectic mix of evolving emotions and 
experience is what Unitarian Universalist Christmas is about.
 
My own Christmas experience suggests that Christmas is about coming together in joy and 
laughter, a time for comfort and joy.  Depending upon your family’s particular situation and 
heritage, it may be a Christian, a pagan, a Jewish, or simply a civic holiday in your family.  UU’s 
celebrate Christmas in all of these various fashions.

All Americans have increasingly diverse and cherished Christmas traditions which are all good if 
they bring us together in a spirit of joy. A spirit of peacefulness, holiness, of comfort and joy; no 
matter what our traditions, what matters is our spirit of the coming together among family and 
friends. We immerse ourselves in the presence of our loved ones, even as we celebrate those 
glorious songs of old, for in that holy mixture is where we hear the angels sing. 

I love you all, blessed be, and Amen. Merry Christmas!                  


