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We imagine the Divine as distant and inaccessible, 

whereas in fact we live steeped in its burning layers. 

—Teilhard de Chardin 

 

Let the Bright Seraphim and Sacred Light Guide Our Way 
 

Welcome 
Rev. Clare Petersberger 

 

The Covenant 
(Read in unison)                 

L. Griswold Williams 

 

LOVE IS THE DOCTRINE OF THIS CHURCH, 

THE QUEST OF TRUTH IS ITS SACRAMENT, 

AND SERVICE IS ITS PRAYER. 

  

TO DWELL TOGETHER IN PEACE, 

TO SEEK KNOWLEDGE IN FREEDOM, 

TO SERVE HUMAN NEED, 

TO THE END THAT ALL SOULS SHALL 

GROW INTO HARMONY WITH THE DIVINE— 

THUS DO WE COVENANT WITH EACH OTHER 

AND WITH GOD. 

 

Opening Words 
“Forged in the Fire of Our Coming Together” 

Rev. Gretchen Haley 

 

Our spiritual question for December is, what does it mean to be a people of mystery? Wonder, curiosity, and 

asking questions are ways we demonstrate that we are people of mystery. The Reverend Gretchen Haley 

illustrates this in our opening words which begin with a series of questions: 

 

What's going to happen? 

Will everything be ok? 

What can I do? 

In these days we find ourselves, too often, 

Stuck with these questions on repeat: 

What's going to happen? / Will everything be ok? /What can I do? 

 

We grasp at signs and markers, articles of news and analysis, 

Facebook memes and forwarded emails 

As if the new zodiac 

Capable of forecasting all that life may yet bring our way 

As if we could prepare 
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As if life had ever made any promises of making sense, or turning out the way we'd thought 

As if we are not also actors in this still unfolding story 

 

For this hour we gather 

To surrender to the mystery 

To release ourselves from the needing to know 

The yearning to have it all already figured out 

And also the burden of believing we either have all the control, or none 

 

Here in our song and our silence 

Our stories and our sharing 

We make space for a new breath, a new healing, a new possibility 

To take root 

That is courage 

forged in the fire of our coming together 

and felt in the spirit that comes alive in this act of faith: 

that we believe still, a new world is possible 

That we are creating it, already, here, and now. 

 

Chalice Lighting 
(Read responsively)               

Jan Richardson 

 

Blessed are you 

 

     WHO BEAR THE LIGHT 

     IN UNBEARABLE TIMES, 

 

who testify 

to its endurance 

amid the unendurable, 

 

     WHO BEAR WITNESS 

     TO ITS PERSISTENCE 

     WHEN EVERYTHING SEEMS 

     IN SHADOW  

     AND GRIEF. 

 

Blessed are you 

     

     IN WHOM 

     THE LIGHT LIVES, 

     IN WHOM 

     THE BRIGHTNESS BLAZES— 
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your heart 

an altar where 

in the deepest night 

can be seen the fire that 

shines forth in you 

 

      IN UNACCOUNTABLE FAITH, 

      IN STUBBORN HOPE, 

      IN LOVE THAT ILLUMINES 

      EVERY BROKEN THING 

      IT FINDS. 

 

Prelude 
“Sweet Radiant Mystery”    
Catherine Dalton 

TUUC Choir 

 

Story 
The Waldorf School 

“The Fire That Shines Forth in You” 

“The Light and Hope of Hanukkah” 

 

 Tonight our Jewish family, friends, and neighbors will be lighting the first candle of Hanukkah. What story 

does this ritual remember?  

 

The Maccabees rededicating the Temple in Jerusalem.  

 

How much oil was found?  

 

Enough for one day.  

 

How long did it burn?  

 

For eight days.  

 

We are not always in control, Sometimes things aren’t okay. According to the rabbis, the Maccabees could 

have said, “It’s not enough. We need oil for eight days. Why bother? It’s over. We lost.” They didn’t do that. 

Having in their hands only an eighth of what was needed for the task, they nonetheless lit the oil.  

 

This story is about a deep religious hope. Even in the middle of the messiness of life, when things are not 

okay, there is still enough light to carry us forward. The Rabbis taught, “Hold on to your light, and let it shine, 

even when it doesn’t seem like you can go on any further. Let the light shine forth from you. The holy will 

always shine through us, however long the night may be.”  

 

In Christian churches, today is being celebrated as the first Sunday of Advent.  
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What is Advent?  

 

In Latin, the word means “coming.”  

 

How many of you have Advent calendars marking the four weeks leading up to Christmas?  

 

Advent is about waiting and preparing for the birth of the baby Jesus.  

 

The Waldorf School shares a lovely story about how Mother Mary prepared for the birth of her child. 

 

[In this story, the Mother Mary sought to prepare for the birth of her child on the first Christmas by weaving 

a blanket for the baby. Wandering in the heavens, she gathered radiant threads from the stars, the sun and the 

moon. But though the threads were precious and beautiful, she found that they slipped apart, and thus she 

was unable to weave them into a blanket.  

 

And so she sought help. The stones and crystals to whom she appealed could not help with the weaving, but 

offered her a pathway. Neither could the plants help with the weaving, but they offered a garden. And though 

the animals could not help with the weaving, they offered the back of the sturdy donkey to transport her.  

 

And with the blanket unwoven, she got advice from an angel to ask for the love in children’s hearts, which 

would help her to weave. And thus was the blanket woven, with the help of love.] 

 

Lighting the Advent Wreath 
As I light the first Advent candle on the Advent wreath donated to our church by the Rogers Forge United 

Methodist Church, I invite you to send your love to weave a robe for the coming child who grew up to teach 

about love. This first candle on the Advent wreath is for the light of hope. It, too, is kindled by the light that 

shines forth from you.  

 

Thank you for sending the light of your love! 

 

Song 
“Keep Your Lamps”   

African-American Traditional 

 

Meditation 
From Prayers of the Cosmos:  Meditations on the Aramaic Words of Jesus                                     

Neil Douglas-Klotz 

 

Let us continue in the spirit of prayer with a meditation by Neil Douglas-Klotz, who translated the Aramaic 

words of the Jewish teacher, Jesus. “Our Father Who Art In Heaven” became the following prayer: 

 

O Birther! Father-Mother of the Cosmos, you create all that moves in light. 

Focus your light within us—make it useful: 

as the rays of a beacon show the way. 

Create your reign of unity now—through our fiery hearts and willing hands. 

Your one desire then acts with ours, as in all light, so in all forms. 
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Grant what we need each day in bread and insight; 

subsistence for the call of growing life. 

 

Loose the cords of mistakes binding us, 

as we release the strands we hold of others’ guilt. 

 

Don't let surface things delude us, 

But free us from what holds us back. 

 

From you is born all ruling will, 

the power and the life to do, 

the song that beautifies all, 

from age to age it renews. 

 

Truly—power to these statements— 

May they be the source from which all of our actions grow.  

 

Amen. 

 

Musical Interlude 
“Let the Bright Seraphim” (From Sampson) 

G.F. Handel 

Casey Mashburn, soprano; Tracy Hall, piano 

Luke Williams, trumpet (11:15 Service)  

 
Reading 
“Angel Filled Advent”                                    

Ann Weems 

 

In her poem “Angel Filled Advent,” Ann Weems writes: 

 

Wouldn't it be wonderful 

          if Advent came filled with angels and alleluias? 

 

[Ann Weems muses on the joys of going through Advent with the company of angels, filling our ears with 

their glorious music, our dreams with goodwill, our pews with their voices, and our days with their 

companionship. She concludes thus:  

 

But in lieu of that, 

   perhaps we can give thanks 

      for the good earthy joys we have been given 

         and for the earthly "angels" that we know 

             who do such a good job of filling 

                our Advent with alleluias!] 
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Offertory 
“Glory to God” (From The Messiah)     

G.F. Handel 

TUUC Choir; Tracy Hall, piano      

     

Sermon 
“Let The Bright Seraphim and Sacred Light Guide Our Way”                                                           

Rev. Clare Petersberger 

 

At the reception following the celebration of life of Anne Lee last Sunday, a woman introduced herself. She 

had worked with Anne on the League of Women Voters. She self-identified as Jewish and commented on 

how comfortable she felt during the celebration of Anne’s life. She quipped, “I’ve always thought the 

Unitarian Universalists were Jews without the 5,000 years of history.”  

 

I laughed and shared how my father had been raised in a reformed synagogue and my mother in the 

Episcopal Church and my parents would probably agree. Her eyes lit up and she asked, “Did you celebrate 

Hanukkah growing up?”  

 

She looked disappointed when I said, “No.” I added, “But we did have matzah and gefilte fish in the house at 

Passover.” This must have given her hope because she invited me to come to Broadmead tonight for the first 

night of Hanukkah and to hear a klezmer band.  

 

Our conversation reminded me of a memory shared three years ago by Rabbi Mychal Copeland, Director of 

the organization Interfaith Family in the Bay Area. In an article entitled “My Mom and Her Hanukkah 

Angels,” Mychal described how her mother loved to throw Hanukkah parties. And her mother’s favorite part 

of preparing for the parties was decorating the house based on a theme. One year she decorated everything 

with snowflakes and fake snow because they lived in Southern California. Mychal remembers that some of 

her family, and friends, and even their rabbi criticized her mother for having decorations that were too 

“Christmas-y.” Her mother quipped, “Christmas has not cornered the market on decorations.”  

 

Then came the year her mother decorated for the Hanukkah party with angels. Mychal writes: “She streamed 

them up and down the banister. This time, her critics were livid. They claimed that this was now, officially, a 

Christmas party.”  

 

But I love how her mother responded. She said, “Angels are OURS. They originate in OUR Torah—they 

visit our patriarchs, Abraham and Sarah, ascend and descend Jacob’s ladder . . . and cherubim were even 

pictured above the Holy Ark in the Temple in Jerusalem.”  

 

I loved her retort because a shared symbol of mystery in Judaism and Christianity is angels. Cherubim are 

described as “like a young child” in the Midrash. And in Genesis, God sets the cherubim at the entrance of 

the Garden of Eden after the expulsion of Adam and Eve to guard the way to the tree of life. There is no 

returning to a time of innocence.  

 

Many angels in the Hebrew Bible are messengers in human form—such as the three strangers who appear to 

Abraham to inform him that despite his wife’s age, she will give birth to Isaac. Others are teachers—such as 

the mysterious force with whom Jacob wrestled in order to learn his true identity. And some of these angels 
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arrive to interpret prophecies about the future, as a course correction for Israel. In the Hebrew Bible, the 

seraphim appear once, in the book of Isaiah, and their sole purpose is to sing, for eternity, “Holy, holy, holy is 

the Lord of Hosts, the whole earth is full of his glory.” Gabriel first appears in the Hebrew Bible to the 

prophet Daniel to explain his visions. But many of us remember him most for being the angel in the New 

Testament who appears to Zechariah and Mary foretelling the births of John the Baptist and Jesus.  

 

I don’t know about you, but I have never had encounters with angels the way Zechariah and Mary did. I’m 

more with Anne Weems and her questions about angels: “Wouldn’t it be nice if we were greeted on these 

December mornings with a hovering of heavenly hosts tuning their harps and brushing up on their fa-la-la's? 

Wouldn't it be incredible if their music filled our waking hours with the promise of peace on earth and if each 

Advent night we dreamed of nothing but goodwill?”  

 

My only face-to-face encounters with seraphim have been at the National Gallery of Art in paintings 

representing these visitations. And yet I am drawn to the bright seraphim not as literal beings, but as 

metaphors for the mystery in which we live and move and have our being. Reverend Marlin Lavenhar, 

minister of All Souls Church in Tulsa, Oklahoma lifts up the importance of metaphors to help guide us 

through the painful parts of life. He writes, “Generalized principle statements, like the UUA Principles, lack 

the power and depth of life’s particularities. No alcoholic, no person on her deathbed or person in need of 

forgiveness, no grieving parent or child, no person contemplating divorce, suicide, abortion, or military 

service, turns to the Principles in time of need or temptations, or discernment.” He continued, “In my 

experience, when I am weeping for my dead daughter . . . the words ‘justice and compassion for all people’ 

are about as inspiring and comforting as a phone book.” He concluded, “Faith and meaning are . . . mediated 

by metaphors and stories and symbols.”  

 

And so, we retell the story of a poor, uneducated, teenager’s encounter with an angel and how, without 

hesitation, she responded, “Yes. Here I am, Lord. Thy will be done” We retell the story of a people who did 

not have enough oil to rededicate the temple and who, with only hope to go on, lighted the flame anyway. 

These stories resonate with our own encounters with life’s inexplicable twists and turns—sometimes 

uplifting, such as when a friend helped us to find our way, and sometimes painful, when failure or illness or 

loss sent us down a new path. Ultimately, we, too, are metaphorical Macabees and Marys waiting, watching, 

hoping in darkness for an event that lights our way to a new future.  

 

Gregg Levoy writes how, driving home from work one day, he listened to the Eagles sing “Desperado” with 

its line, “Don’t you draw the Queen of Diamonds, she’ll beat you if she’s able; the Queen of Hearts is always 

your best bet.” Arriving home, Gregg turned off the radio, turned off the ignition, opened the car door, and 

stepped on to the curb. There at his left foot was a playing card—the Queen of Hearts. He couldn’t make 

sense of it. So he asked a friend what she thought that was.  

 

His friend replied, “When you’re on the right path, the universe winks and nods at you from time to time, to 

let you know. Once you start noticing these synchronicities, these little cosmic cairns, once you understand 

that you’re on a path at all, you’ll begin to see them everywhere.”  

 

Personally, I love the friend’s image of little cosmic cairns. They are the lights of hope at Hanukkah. They are 

the lights of hope, love, joy, and peace during Advent. They are the lights with which we weave what gives 

our lives meaning and purpose. They are the little lights shining from human faces reflecting love that 

illumines every broken thing it finds.  
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May such light and love guide your way through the days and weeks to come. And may you hear a host of 

Seraphim singing! 

 

Hymn 
#226 People Look East 

 

Closing Words 
Rev. Joan Javier-Duval 

 

May we embrace the mystery that surrounds us. 

 

May we sink deep into the truth of our unity even amidst life’s discord. 

 

May we keep our hearts open to those moments of more than mortal splendor, when there is indeed a touch 

of glory in just being alive. 

 

So may it be as we go now in peace. 

 

GO NOW IN PEACE. 

 

 


