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In a true encounter with another human being, we come face-to-face with the mystery of life. In some way, every other person, no 

matter how well we know them, will remain as mysterious to us as a country across the ocean we only read about in books . . . 

—David Rynick 

 

Love’s Pure Light 
 
Welcome 
Rev. Clare Petersburger 

Good evening, and welcome to the Towson Unitarian Universalist Church.  

Welcome all who cannot wait any longer for joy, for hope and some good news (even a little). 

Here in this time we have an ancient story to tell: one that has been shared over and over for thousands of 

years, but still somehow it remains unheard; still radical and risky; breaking through into these days of 

darkness and cold, division and fear.  

Christmas Eve arrives and we wonder if we will yet be the ones who make room in our lives and in our world 

for the plain and messy sweetness of a newborn baby. May we open ourselves to the ancient story and 

experience the bright light of hope shining through  even on the darkest night.  

 

Prelude 
“Sweet Radiant Mystery”     

Catherine Dalton 

TUUC Choir 

 

Opening Words 
“The Caravan”                         

Rev. Dan Schatz 

 

The Reverend Dan Schatz reflected on the endless song of the nativity of Jesus. In his poem, “The Caravan,” 

he wrote. 

 

“Long roads we journeyed 

through town and wilderness, 

surviving on kindness, 

sleeping on bare earth.” 

 

[The poem continues by describing the dangers faced by the travelers, and the prayers they uttered before 

setting out again, hoping for welcome, for shelter, for safety. And among them on the journey to Bethlehem 

was a young carpenter, and an expectant mother, “holding her belly as their baby danced within.”] 

 

Hymn 

“O Come, All Ye Faithful”         

Anon./John Francis Wade 

Descant by D. Wilcox 
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Chalice Lighting 
(Read in unison)      

Adapted from The Rev. Dr. Howard Thurman 

 

WE WILL LIGHT CANDLES THIS CHRISTMAS 

CANDLES OF JOY DESPITE ALL SADNESS, 

CANDLES OF HOPE WHERE DESPAIR KEEPS WATCH, 

CANDLES OF COURAGE FOR FEARS EVERY PRESENT, 

CANDLES OF PEACE FOR TEMPEST-TOSSED DAYS, 

CANDLES OF GRACES TO EASE HEAVY BURDENS, 

CANDLES OF LOVE TO INSPIRE ALL MY LIVING, 

CANDLES THAT WILL BURN ALL THE YEAR LONG. 

 

Reading 
Luke 2:1-12 

 

Luke shares the story of the first Christmas in these words:  

 

And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from Caesar Augustus that all the world 

should be taxed.  

 

(And this taxing was first made when Quirinus as governor of Syria.)  

 

And all went to be taxed, every one into his own city.  

 

And Joseph also went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into Judaea, unto the city of David, which 

is called Bethlehem; (because he was of the house and lineage of David:) to be taxed with Mary, his espoused 

wife, being great with child.  

 

And so it was, that, while they were there, the days were accomplished that she should be delivered.  

 

And she brought forth her firstborn son, and wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a manger; 

because there was no room for them in the inn.  

 

And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night.  

 

And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone round about them: and they 

were sore afraid.  

 

And the angel said unto them, Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to 

all people.  

 

For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord. And this shall be a sign 

unto you; ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger.”  
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Hymn 
“O Little Town of Bethlehem”     

L.H. Redner/P. Brooks 

Dominique Hall, oboe 

               

Reading 
Matthew 2:13-14 

 

When Charlie Brown asks about the meaning of Christmas, Linus reads from the Gospel of Luke—not 

Matthew. The nativity story in Matthew involves many dreams that Joseph had—some of which are more like 

nightmares.  

 

For example, in Matthew 2:13-14 we learn: “And when the wise men from the east were departed, behold, 

the angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream, saying, “Arise, and take the young child and his mother, 

and flee into Egypt, and be thou there until I bring thee word: for Herod will seek the young child to destroy 

him. When Joseph arose, he took the young child and his mother by night, and departed into Egypt.”  

 

Hymn 
“In the Bleak Midwinter”      

Gustav Holst 

Christina Rossetti/John A. Storey 

 

Reading 
“The Refugees” 

Ann Weems. 

 

Into the wild and painful cold    

of the starless winter night    

came the refugees,    

slowly making their way to the border.       

 

The man, stooped from age or anxiety,    

hurried his small family through the wind.     

Bearded and dark, his skin rough and cracked from the cold,    

his frame looming large    

in spite of the slumped shoulders;      

He looked like a man    

who could take care of whatever came at them    

from the dark.   

 

[The poem continues to describe the dangers faced by the family, and the watchfulness with which they made 

their way, and their fears as they sought the safety of the border. But, was the border safe? Tired, hungry, and 

hunted, they’d fled with but little, always fearful that the tiny cries of the newborn would bring attention to 

themselves. The poem concludes:  

At last the man breathed deeply again,  

reassured they had not been heard.  

And into the night continued Mary, Joseph and the Babe.] 
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Musical Interlude 
“Happy Christmas (War Is Over)” 

John Lennon/Yoko Ono 

Tony Bonta, voice and guitar/TUUC Choir 

    

Reading 
“A Promise to People Who Migrate, from the Teachings of Many Faiths” 

Adapted by Joshua Leach from Jewish, Christian, Muslim and Buddhist teachings 

 

From the Unitarian Universalist Service Committee and Joshua Leach comes our next reading,  

a compilation of teachings from the world’s religions—a promise to people who migrate.  

 

“The travelers shall not lodge outside, 

For I will open my doorway to them 

When I meet them on the road 

I will invite the strangers in, 

And give food to those who hunger, 

And water to those who thirst, 

And do good both to the neighbor 

And to the wayfarer at my side. 

There will be one law and judgment only 

For citizen and foreigner alike; 

 

Nor shall I oppress the stranger, 

For I know the hearts of strangers: 

I too was a stranger, I recall, 

When in the land of Egypt. 

I will not follow the crowd of many, 

When it seeks to do injustice, 

Nor make of my caravan a cloister 

And vessel of despair. 

 

This too I promise, that I will: 

Give kindness to those who suffer, 

Be a friend to those in need, 

And assuage the sorrow of others, 

Conforming not to expectations, 

But being compassionate always  

and acting 

In a spirit of love.” 

 

Musical Interlude 
“Will You Harbor Me?”   

Ysaye Barnwell 

TUUC Choir 
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Reading 
“A Toddler’s Tears” 

 

Last June, John Moore, a photographer for Getty Images, accompanied a patrol along the Rio Grande Valley. 

As afternoon turned to evening, the patrol heard the sound of four boats approaching the riverside. Moore 

knew what would happen next. Those crossing were arrested almost immediately by border officers. Moore 

said, “One of the last in line was (a) mother holding her daughter.” He continued, “I had spoken with her 

briefly and she said she was from Honduras and that she and her two-year-old had been traveling for a month 

to reach the US border.” He went on to describe how “The officer asked her to put the little girl on the 

ground while the mother was searched. Once on the ground the young girl immediately started crying.”  

 

Some of you may remember the photo of the little girl in a red shirt, black pants, red shoes, looking up at the 

border patrol agent with tears streaming down her face. Moore described the impact of that moment on him 

in these words: “As a photojournalist covering this story for years, and as the father of three children, 

including a toddler, it was personally very hard for me to photograph. Very quickly the two were then 

bundled into the transport van, and it was over. For me, it’s both gratifying to make photographs that matter, 

and saddening to witness.”  

 

Moore’s image WAS saddening to witness. That single image inspired Charlotte and Dave Willner to start a 

Facebook fundraiser. The Willners’ daughter was also two years old in June. Charlotte said, “This is the exact 

face she makes when she’s terrified.” The Willners had hoped to raise $1,500 to help migrant families facing 

separation. They quickly raised more than 20 million dollars for legal fees for separated families. At one point 

$10,000 worth of contributions were being sent a minute.  

 

It turned out, the mother and child in Moore’s photograph were not separated. But too many young children 

were separated from their parents at our border and held in detention centers. American citizens, touched by 

the image of a toddler’s tears, quickly came together. One twenty-year-old said, “For me, the way that I've 

processed this news has proceeded in stages, from wanting to cry when you see the images of these kids to 

rage to wanting to try to do something about it” to keep families together. 

 

Such was the impact of a toddler’s tears on the soul of our country.  

 

Musical Interlude 
“Duermete, Niño Lindo” 

Hispanic Traditional/John D. Robb, arr. & trans. 

TUUC Choir 

 

Reading 
“When We Go Together: On Fear and Courage at the Border”                                

Rev. Gretchen Haley 

 

The Reverend Gretchen Haley serves the Foothills UU Congregation in Fort Collins, Colorado. On 

December 10th, the 70th anniversary of the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights, Gretchen joined 

about 35 Unitarian Universalists and 400 protesters for an interfaith public witness event organized by the 

American Friends Service Committee. They walked from San Diego’s Border Field State Park along the 

beach to the border wall with Mexico—yes, there was a wall there before 2016 but after Pat Nixon declared it 

a state park.  
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Gretchen and her colleagues carried, above their heads, a banner reading “Love Knows No Borders.” On her 

blog, Gretchen wrote the following reading about fear and courage at the border.  

 

“As our group of interfaith leaders came nearer to the line of Border Patrol agents, the group began to sing 

this song:  

“We are not afraid.  

We are not afraid.  

We will march for liberation  

Because we know why we were made.” 

 

I’d been writing the script for Christmas Eve on the plane ride to San Diego, so I was also thinking about the 

many times in Christian scripture that people are reassured: be not afraid. Usually with a promise that God 

was present with them. So with that . . . I felt—not without fear, but also, connected to that sense of 

courageous love. Singing with rabbis and priests, imams and Catholic workers, UU ministers; veterans, 

activists, immigrants, citizens . . . all of us held in courageous love—arms open, praying, singing, clear, steady. 

Including me. And then, just as quickly, all that fell away. An agent got aggressive, or another friend was 

pulled across the line and arrested, or the agents yelled back up! while moving towards the rows of us singing 

and praying.  

 

And I was afraid again, and unsure, disoriented, and disconnected. Put this back-and-forth on repeat, and 

you’ll understand my experience for about two hours in prayer and in protest. It’s so important to lean into 

that sense of collective courage I felt with my knees on the sand and my arms open to the universe—even 

with the helicopters circling and the men screaming—singing we are not afraid.  

 

It’s the same sort of courage the organizers told us the migrants reported tapping into to fuel their journey: 

we know we can make the journey when we go together. This is the holy at the heart of our mission. And 

together we have everything we need to keep moving forward—to march, and sing, and live for liberation. 

And repeat, and repeat, and . . .”  

 

Gretchen Haley on Fear and Courage at the border. Six Unitarian Universalists were among the 32 people 

arrested during this peaceful interfaith witness.  

 

Hymn 
“It Came Upon the Midnight Clear”   

R.S. Willis/E.H. Sears 

 
Responsive Prayer/Meditation 
“Remind Us to Shine” 

Rev. Robin Landerman Zucker 

 

Let us continue in the spirit of prayerby joining in the responsive meditation printed in your order of service.  

 

In this season of sacred hymns and rousing carols,  

how can we keep from singing? 

 

   Spirit of Life, remind us to sing. 
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In this season of celebrations and joy,  

when there is still plenty of loneliness and despair behind the tinsel,  

how can we keep from caring? 

 

  Spirit of Life, remind us to care. 

 

In this season of miracles,  

when a bright red ribbon of mystery  

is wrapped around this gift we call life,  

how can we keep from wondering? 

 

  Spirit of Life, remind us to wonder. 

 

In this season of anticipation and magic,  

when children's faces beam like Northern lights,  

how can we keep from laughing? 

 

  Spirit of Life, remind us to laugh.  

 

In this season of hope,  

when people throughout the world  

are praying for peace and goodwill,  

how can we keep from praying? 

 

  Spirit of Life, remind us to pray. 

 

And, in this season of darkness and candlelight,  

when the flame is passed lovingly among us in fellowship,  

how can we keep from shining? 

 

  Spirit of Life, please keep our candles lit throughout the coming year,  

                          and remind us to shine.  

     

Offertory 
“Stables”        

Peter Mayer/Jason Shelton 

Tracy Hall, voice; Dominique Hall, English horn; Alta Haywood, piano 

 

To remind us to shine, for each of the last four Sundays, we’ve lit candles on the Advent wreath. Each light 

was a step into the darkness, towards the turning of the year, leaning in expectation into all that is being born 

in us at this holy time of the year, when the unknown lies before us, rich with possibility.  

 

We light the candle of hope, for that which is best in us to rise, and enliven our souls and our relationships.  

 

We light the candle of love as the creating force in our lives.  

We light the candle of joy with gratitude for all that is our life, and in expectation of the world that we are 

building and creating with one another.  
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We light the candle of peace: for the courage to soften what is rigid in our hearts, to find the soft spot and 

stay with it.  

 

And finally, we light the central candle: the light that shines in the darkness with the full power of our faith.  

 

“We know,” says Rev. Bill Sinkford, “how real the brokenness of the world is, but we will not give 

brokenness the last word.”  

 

May this light bear our hopes, as well as our faith in love, in goodness, in compassion, in justice. In this spirit, 

our offering will be given and received to share our hope, love, joy, faith, and peace.  

 

Homily 
Love’s Pure Light 

Rev. Clare L. Petersberger 

 

In our first Christmas Eve service, we had a participatory pageant retelling the story of the birth of Jesus. The 

innkeeper in our pageant, tonight, kept hearing a noise. Leaving the inn and going to the stable from which 

the noise came, she discovered it was the laughter of the baby Jesus.  

 

It reminded me of the story of a children’s Christmas pageant. The innkeeper practiced, for weeks, the line, 

“There is no room in the inn, but you can stay in the stable.”  

 

And then came the Sunday morning of the Christmas pageant. The child playing Joseph went to knock on the 

door of the inn. The child playing the innkeeper opened the door. When asked about a room, he said, “No, 

no room.” But as the children playing Mary and Joseph walked away, the child playing the innkeeper came 

running after them. He did not say, “But you can stay in the stable.”  

 

He shouted: “You can have MY room. You can have MY room.” That child could affirm, “The travelers 

shall not lodge outside, For I will open my doorway to them.” 

 

Tonight, we remind ourselves that hospitality and generosity of spirit—especially to the vulnerable—are 

natural to the human condition. The innkeeper DID find a place for Mary and Joseph and their child to 

lodge. The heavenly host of angels sang praises for the child’s birth. The shepherds left their flocks and fields 

to see and welcome the baby. The wise magi followed a star to Bethlehem and brought the child gifts of gold, 

frankincense and myrrh.  

 

As Tracy sang: “Love that sees with mercy’s eyes  

Holds its arms out open wide  

Threads its loom with separate lives  

And weaves them all together.”  

 

What is unnatural in the ancient nativity story is King Herod and his plan to harm children. The wise magi do 

not cooperate with his oppressive authority, and take another road home. Our human inclination is to care 

for hurting and vulnerable life. For we understand the experience of being a refugee: of fleeing when we do 

not feel safe; of running from what frightens us; of seeking respite from emotional and spiritual and 

sometimes physical pain; of needing shelter from life’s storms.  
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Last Christmas, Pope Francis said, “So many other footsteps are hidden in the footsteps of Joseph and Mary. 

We see the tracks of entire families forced to set out in our own day. We see the tracks of millions of persons 

who do not choose to go away but, driven from their land, leave behind their dear ones.” The Pope 

continued, “In many cases this departure is filled with hope, hope for the future; yet for many others, this 

departure can only have one name: survival. Surviving the Herods of today.”  

 

Our hearts go out to refugees fleeing poverty, violence, political oppression, and environmental disasters. Our 

hearts go out, especially, to refugee parents with children. This is what moved John Moore to snap the photo 

of the tearful toddler. As a father, he was moved by her tears. This is what moved the Wellners, parents of a 

two-year-old, to try to raise $1,500 to cover legal fees for families being separated. And this is what moved 

millions of Americans to raise 20 million dollars.  

 

This is why The Reverend Gretchen Haley flew from Colorado to San Diego to walk one and a half miles 

with a sign over her head reading “Love Knows No Borders.” When Reverend Haley returned home, her 

children asked her if what she had done would make any difference. Would the migrants be treated better? 

Would children stop being separated from their families?  

 

And she answered, honestly, “Not right away.”  

 

“So why did you go?” they asked her.  

 

And she answered that sometimes a law made by a government is not the same as a law that we know is right 

in our hearts. She went, she told them, “in order to make sure that the laws of our hearts would not be 

broken anymore.”  

 

Two hundred years ago, last night, a holiday pageant was performed in Oberndorf, a village near Salzburg, 

Austria. The pageant was originally going to be performed in the small church of St. Nicholas. But the organ 

of the church was out of commission and could not be played. So townspeople opened their home to the 

actors and they performed their pageant in a private home. Someone who attended that pageant was the 

assistant pastor of St. Nicholas Church. His name was Josef Mohr. After the pageant, he took the longer way 

home. He went up a hill overlooking the snow-covered village. From the top of the hill, it was a silent night.  

 

Josef Mohr remembered a poem he had written a couple of years before. The poem was based on the Gospel 

of Luke about the night shepherds had been visited by a heavenly host who had told them to go to 

Bethlehem. In Bethlehem, the shepherds had discovered a mother and child. This baby was a refugee needing 

shelter and safety. His parents had been part of a caravan during a forced migration. This baby grew up to 

remind others of the importance of hospitality to strangers, and care for the most vulnerable, and acting “so 

that the laws of our hearts would not be broken anymore.”  

 

Standing on the quiet hillside, Mohr thought that perhaps the words of his poem would be good for the 

Christmas Eve service the next night. So the next day, he asked the church organist, Franz Xaver Gruber, if 

he’d be willing to write a tune to go with the lyrics. With very little time, Gruber did write a melody on the 

afternoon of December 24th, 1818, which could be played on the guitar. If you were to write a song for this 

Christmas Eve, who would it include? If a mother and child, would they look like the photos that John 

Moore took at the border?  

 

Two hundred years ago, “Silent Night” was first sung. It is a lullaby. Join me in whispering the first verse as if 

to a sleeping child:  



Love’s Pure Light, December 24, 2018 Page 10 

 

Silent night, holy night,  

all is calm, all is bright  

round yon virgin, mother and child,  

Holy infant so tender and mild,  

sleep in heavenly peace,  

sleep in heavenly peace.  

 

This silent and holy night we remember love’s pure light—we remember that each and every person is a light, 

a hope, a blessing for the world. As our candle lighters come forward the lights will dim. Tony will begin 

playing the tune that was first heard on a guitar two hundred years ago tonight.  

 

As we sing, carefully pass the light, as a sign of your promise that you will  

“Give kindness to those who suffer,  

Be a friend to those in need,   

And assuage the sorrow of others,   

Conforming not to expectations, 

But being compassionate always and acting  in a spirit of love.”  

 
Hymn 
“Silent Night”           

Franz Gruber/Joseph Mohr 

Tony Bonta, guitar 

                  

Closing Words 
“The Work of Christmas” 

Rev. Dr. Howard Thurman 

             

When the song of the angels is stilled, 

When the star in the sky is gone, 

When the kings and the princes are home, 

When the shepherds are back with their flocks, 

When the candles have all been extinguished 

The work of Christmas begins: 

 

To find the lost, 

To heal the broken, 

To feed the hungry, 

To release the prisoner, 

To rebuild the nations, 

To bring peace among people, 

To make music in the heart. 

 

Let the work of Christmas begin!  

Let’s begin it together—with joy! 
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Postlude 
“Joy to the World”        

G.F. Handel/Isaac Watts 

Tony Bonta, banjo 

                                                        

GO NOW IN PEACE. 

 

 

 

 


