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Out of all the holidays celebrated in the United States and the west, New Year’s Eve has been 

my least favorite holiday. From the time I was a young teenager until recently, I found no 

spiritual significance to this holiday, it seemed to be just an excuse to get drunk. I couldn’t see 

the connection to Christmas in spite of the claim that the three wise men visited the baby Jesus. 

In fact, I found the whole Christmas story to be unbelievable particularly as I began studying 

Latin and ancient Roman history. Many of the traditions of Christmas come from the ancient 

Roman winter Solstice festival of Saturnalia, which occurred on the Julian (as in Julius Caesar) 

calendar from December 19 to 25. To celebrate the Solstice and rebirth of the sun, Romans 

would decorate their homes with evergreens. They would make resolutions for the New Year to 

Saturn and Janus. 

Ancient Romans celebrated Saturnalia not only to honor the gods Saturn and Janus, but also to 

commemorate the so-called “Golden Age” before Rome was an empire or even a republic and 

when the agricultural god Saturn ruled and there was abundance. 

There were no slaves or private property. All were equal and goods were held in common. 

Accordingly, during Saturnalia, slaves were free and did not have to work. They dined with and 

even were served by their masters. A slave would be crowned as King of Misrule and reigned for 

the week. All Romans including masters were bound to obey his commands. Gifts were given, 

mainly from the rich to the poor. Debts were forgiven. There was feasting that featured pork, 

considered by ancient Romans to be a delicacy, and there was a lot of drinking. 

Several Roman Emperors in the first century CE tried to limit Saturnalia to just two days or like 

the Puritans with Christmas in Colonial America, even outlaw it. However, the people ignored 

these imperial mandates and celebrated the festival a full week. Historians have postulated that 

Saturnalia was useful to control social unrest in a repressive society, such as ancient Rome, 

which in addition to slavery, had a wide disparity between the rich and the poor. By the second 

century CE, the Roman emperors gave up trying to suppress it.  

Saturnalia began to transform into a celebration of the rebirth or resurrection of the sun god, Sol 

Invictus, which had been the primary religion of the Roman legions and emperors for the 

previous three centuries. When Emperor Constantine called the Council of Nicea in 325 CE, 

which ultimately declared the divinity of Jesus, it soon followed that Saturnalia became 

Christmas. Instead of celebrating the birth of Sol Invictus, ancient Romans now celebrated the 

birth of Jesus, the Son of God. Christmas became more solemn, and the drinking and debauchery 

of Saturnalia was pushed to New Year’s Eve. 

Given this understanding of the origins of Christmas and New Year’s Eve, I began to see all 

Christian holidays and practices as pagan and I lost my religion. I not only stopped believing in 

the divinity of Jesus, I also rejected the Christian doctrines of original sin and salvation. 

So, I came quite naturally to be a Unitarian, who rejects the Trinity, and a Universalist, who 

rejects salvation of elect souls. In good conscience, I just couldn’t associate a Jewish teacher and 



prophet with these pagan holidays. It seemed to offend both Judaism and Paganism. So, if I 

celebrated these holidays, I celebrated them as a pagan. Strangely, however, by observing these 

holidays as a pagan, I found not only deep and abiding spiritual meaning in them, I found a 

deeper connection to the revolutionary Jewish Rabbi, known as Jesus the Nazarene. By being 

freed from the doctrines and creeds, I was able to focus more upon his teachings of compassion 

and charity. I found meaning in his life, rather than his death. I got a new religion. 

As Reverend Clare preached last week, UUs have been active over the last two centuries in 

reviving and promoting the celebration of Christmas. You may ask, if UUs don’t necessarily 

believe Jesus was God or subscribe to the doctrines of salvation as formulated by Greco-Roman 

Christianity, on what theological basis do we have to celebrate Christmas and New Year’s Eve? 

It is true, Unitarian Universalism as practiced today is a faith tradition of deeds not creeds. From 

their earliest days as separate Christian denominations, Unitarians and Universalists, like the 

Moravians and Methodists, have been strong proponents of social justice, including the abolition 

of slavery. Unitarians and Universalists have always, if at times imperfectly, focused on putting 

the teachings of Jesus into practice. Accordingly, the Unitarian and Universalist celebration of 

Christmas emphasized charity, generosity, and concern for others, just like the ancient Romans’ 

celebration of Saturnalia before Christianity. In short, our Unitarian and Universalist forbearers 

revived the original meaning of Christmas. 

I propose that we UUs do the same with New Year’s Eve and that we take a cue from our 

Christian neighbors who celebrate New Year’s Eve with Watch Night Services. I am not 

suggesting that UUs adopt Christian Watch Night practices wholesale. These Christians use the 

Watch Night service to renew their faith in Jesus and covenant with God and that is not in 

alignment with the theology of Unitarian Universalism. 

We do not necessarily view Jesus as divine, although many of us view him as a great spiritual 

teacher and humanist. Contemporary UUs may not uniformly follow a certain prescribed set of 

rituals or prayers like Catholics, Orthodox Jews, or Muslims, but that does not mean we do not 

have spiritual practices. We do not have a set creed with regard to God or the afterlife, but this 

does not mean that we do not have an ethical compass. In fact, we are a covenantal faith 

tradition, just like Judaism, Islam, and Christianity, from which we came. The seven principles 

that are displayed in the wreaths around this room embody our covenant with each other and the 

world. 

Thus, I propose that a UU Watch Night Service would include a renewal of commitment or a 

resolution to live the Seven Principles. I would also propose that each of us make personal 

resolutions for the New Year much like the ancient Romans. I think making resolutions can be a 

spiritual practice engendering faith in your and others’ agency and hope for a better world. 

As Rev. Clare preached a few weeks ago, hope is not blind optimism that things will turn out as 

you wish them. Hope is more grounded than that. While hope is a noun, it is also a verb. I would 

argue that resolutions are hope in its verbal form, that is, hope in action. 

Resolutions are often used interchangeably with intentions, which you’ll hear more about in the 

next few weeks because it is January’s theme. So, I don’t want to spend too much time talking 



about intentions today, but I do want to speak briefly to the relationship between intentions and 

resolutions. Put simply, resolutions are intentions paired with commitment to change. 

Intentions are often more general and broad in nature. They often evince a state of mind rather 

than a plan of action. Although resolutions require intention, intentions don’t necessarily require 

resolve. On the other hand, resolutions rely on our human agency and involve specific actions 

and goals. Thus, an intention would be to lose weight, whereas a resolution would be to lose 10 

pounds by summer by changing one’s diet and walking at least one mile each day. 

The reason why so many people fail at keeping their resolutions may be because what we call 

resolutions are often no more than intentions without a commitment to changing our behavior. 

Or as Rev. Jeremy Smith pointed out, we act like janitors in our own lives, “keepers of the 

doorways, rather than walking through the doors and entering a new space with gusto.” 

Successful resolutions must be committed to changing our habits, but they must also be realistic. 

The reality is we can only change ourselves. So what do we do if we want to change society? Is 

that even possible? It is. We can change the world, but the irony is we do it by changing 

ourselves. To change yourself, however, you must change your mind. 

In the canonical Gospels, Jesus called upon people to repent of their sin. The word often used in 

the Gospels for these passages, which were all written in ancient Greek, is metanoia. Many 

English translations of the Christian scriptures use the word “repent”, but this does not capture 

the full meaning of metanoia.  A more complete translation of metanoia is “to change one’s 

mind.” Christians interpret this to mean we must change our minds about Jesus, that is, accept 

him as the Messiah. As UU seminarian, I have a different interpretation, especially in light of 

Jesus’ admonition to every person he helped “to sin no more.” I think he was exhorting people to 

change their behavior by first changing how they think about the world and themselves. 

Our thoughts do influence our behavior, as our behavior influences our thoughts. But the most 

powerful influences on both our thoughts and actions are those assumptions that lie in our 

subconscious minds. So if you want to change your mind and act differently, you need to 

examine those subconscious assumptions and implicit biases. 

I think we can learn from the god Janus and the practices of our Jewish and Christian neighbors. 

Like the god Janus, we must look behind in order to move ahead.  We must reflect upon our 

thoughts and actions in the past, so that we can change our behavior in the future. 

Yom Kippur, the Jewish day of atonement, occurs eight days after the Jewish New Year. Yom 

Kippur services include prayers of repentance. Similarly in Watch Night services, contemporary 

Christians confess their sins in order to renew their covenant with God. Because Unitarian 

Universalist theology doesn’t focus on sin and evil, UU practice does not incorporate confession. 

That doesn’t mean, however, there isn’t a place for it in Unitarian Universalism. 

I’m not talking about the kind of confession I was encouraged to give as a Catholic. That kind of 

confession did not affirm my self-worth. Rather, it tore it down. I spent a fair amount of my 

youth mentally beating myself up with “shoulds,” that is, “I should be this” or “I should do that.” 

If I made New Year’s resolutions then, they were always unrealistic expectations, made to 



appease the oppressive little critic in my head, which I now recognize as the voice of the white 

patriarchy. 

Merely beating ourselves up for our failures is not helpful and can actually be disempowering. It 

can lull us into a false sense of resolution—the mistaken sense that a mere public confession is 

enough to make amends for any harm we’ve done to others and ourselves. No, the confession 

I’m talking about is like the one Rev. Robert Eller-Isaacs wrote and that we recited today. It 

recognizes our own responsibility for our lives and our human agency, our power. A useful 

confession ultimately is made to oneself because it brings the subconscious fears and desires into 

the light of the conscious mind. That is what allows us to understand what of our thoughts and 

behaviors needs to change and formulate a plan for changing those behaviors.  

All my life, I had intended to be a force for justice. But the road to hell is paved with good 

intentions. With the death of Freddie Gray in 2015, I began to reflect on my 50 years of life and 

ask what have I done to make this world a better place for everyone?  What could I do differently 

to be the person I wish to be and to change this oppressive society? I realized how clueless I was 

about racism and I resolved to educate myself not only on systemic racism but on my white 

privilege and white supremacy. As I took courses, including the implicit bias tests, and 

participated in discussion groups, I began to understand how racism, sexism, homophobia, 

classism, and all the other “isms” are not a matter of conscious beliefs held by individuals, but of 

subconscious assumptions taught to us as truths from an early age through narratives from the 

dominant culture. I realized that the first step to dismantling this oppressive system was to 

eradicate the oppression within my subconscious. 

Yet to change the system, one must not stop at changing oneself. One must work with others 

who are also committed to transforming themselves. By being a part of an organization, we hold 

each other accountable. That is why faith traditions can be powerful forces for social change. I 

believe that Unitarian Universalism has incredible potential to be that force. 

Unitarian Universalists, however, have a lot of self-work to do. This past March, the Unitarian 

Universalist Association was embroiled in a controversy over the hiring of the leader of the 

southern region. The incident revealed a deep seated culture of white supremacy, all of it 

subconscious. As a result, the President of the UUA resigned. Since that time, the UUA board 

resolved to do a comprehensive power mapping of the organization and take other specific 

actions designed to change the culture from a white male supremacist culture to one that is truly 

anti-oppressive. 

Yet the UUA is made up of congregations like TUUC and congregations are made up of people, 

like you and me. If Unitarians and Universalists are to eradicate oppression in the greater world, 

we must resolve to eradicate oppression in our congregational governance and in ourselves. That 

means resolving to put our UU Principles into practice. 

I have a lot of hope for UU as a movement. I have a lot of faith in the human capacity for love 

and goodness. I also have a lot of faith in you with your marvelous prefrontal cortexes. So, on 

this New Year’s Eve 2017, in addition to parties and getting together with friends and family, let 

us all as UUs resolve to change the world together as we change ourselves, because the world 

needs us now more than ever. 



Anti-Oppression Resources 

The following resources may be useful to you in understanding implicit bias, white privilege, 

micro-aggressions, white supremacy, and healthy communication to promote dialogue on 

oppression.  

Daniel Yudkin and Jay Van Bavel, “The Roots of Implicit Bias,” The New York Times, 

December 9, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/09/opinion/sunday/the-roots-of-implicit-

bias.html 

Implicit Bias Tests: 

https://www.tolerance.org/professional-development/test-yourself-for-hidden-bias  

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html 

Debby Irving, Waking Up White: Finding Myself in the Story of Race (Cambridge, MA: Elephant 

Room Press, 2014). 

Peggy McIntosh, “Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack,” 

http://code.ucsd.edu/pcosman/Backpack.pdf  

Robin DiAngelo, “White Fragility: Why it’s so hard to talk to white people about racism,” April 

9, 2015, https://goodmenproject.com/featured-content/white-fragility-why-its-so-hard-to-talk-to-

white-people-about-racism-twlm/  

Gina Crosley-Corcoran, “Explaining White Privilege to a Broke White Person,” 

http://occupywallstreet.net/story/explaining-white-privilege-broke-white-person  

Miki Kashtan, Facing Privilege http://facingprivilege.org/  

--Patriarchy: http://thefearlessheart.org/mikis-calendar/overcoming-patriarchy-calls/  

“Brown Eyes Blue Eyes,” A Frontline Story on Prejudice in the Classroom, 

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/film/class-divided/ 

Nadra Kareem Nittle, “Introduction to Cultural Appropriation,” Oct. 11, 2017, 

https://www.thoughtco.com/cultural-appropriation-and-why-iits-wrong-2834561  

Angela Davis, “Masked Racism: Reflections on the Prison Industrial Complex,” 

http://www.historyisaweapon.com/defcon1/davisprison.html  

Lee Mun Wah, The Color of Fear, Stir Fry Productions, 1994 

http://www.stirfryseminars.com/store/cast_cof.php  

Microaggressions, http://sph.umn.edu/site/docs/hewg/microaggressions.pdf  

Simba Runyowa, “Microaggressions and Why they Matter,” The Atlantic, September 18, 2015, 

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2015/09/microaggressions-matter/406090/  

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/09/opinion/sunday/the-roots-of-implicit-bias.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/09/opinion/sunday/the-roots-of-implicit-bias.html
https://www.tolerance.org/professional-development/test-yourself-for-hidden-bias
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/takeatest.html
http://code.ucsd.edu/pcosman/Backpack.pdf
https://goodmenproject.com/featured-content/white-fragility-why-its-so-hard-to-talk-to-white-people-about-racism-twlm/
https://goodmenproject.com/featured-content/white-fragility-why-its-so-hard-to-talk-to-white-people-about-racism-twlm/
http://occupywallstreet.net/story/explaining-white-privilege-broke-white-person
http://facingprivilege.org/
http://thefearlessheart.org/mikis-calendar/overcoming-patriarchy-calls/
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/film/class-divided/
https://www.thoughtco.com/cultural-appropriation-and-why-iits-wrong-2834561
http://www.historyisaweapon.com/defcon1/davisprison.html
http://www.stirfryseminars.com/store/cast_cof.php
http://sph.umn.edu/site/docs/hewg/microaggressions.pdf
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2015/09/microaggressions-matter/406090/


Derald Wing Sue, “Microaggressions: More than Just Race,” Psychology Today, November 17, 

2010, https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/microaggressions-in-everyday-

life/201011/microaggressions-more-just-race  

White Supremacy Culture: https://surjpoliticaledsite.weebly.com/white-supremacy-culture.html  

http://www.cwsworkshop.org/PARC_site_B/dr-culture.html  

Nonviolent Communication: www.healthycommunication.net  

Racial Justice Listserv DC/MD/VA (List of events in the area that address racism) 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1n9qmb605KzJD0eiLTGn47kX9tNx5DnChVoNxQ_VDG

CE/edit  

Circle of Voices, A Discussion Group in Baltimore that focuses monthly discussions on racism, 

sexism, and oppression. www.circleofvoices.com  
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