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 It’s the first Sunday in January and it’s already snowed three or four times and temperatures have 

settled into single digits.  This weather makes many things complicated and certainly limits our ability to move 
about and get things done.  Believe it or not, I’m not sure that’s a bad thing.  Winter is a good time to think. 

As the mother of a very active toddler, I’ve come to value highly, time to think.  The cold and snow provide a 
natural break, a time for stillness, for silence.  The trees, the soil, many of the animals, including the humans – 

we shift into a slower, sleepier time.  The Earth is covered in snow, hiding and resting, frozen solid, not 
allowing for access in or out.  The work of the land stops until it warms and opens again. There’s a natural 

rhythm for Earth and all her inhabitants.  We need to rest.  It’s in the silence of the winter that we can think 

most clearly.  Annie Dillard says it’s during the winter that she can reap the harvest of the year’s planting. 
 I live in the woods and for much of the year, we can’t see the other houses on our street.  But in the 

winter, the woods empty and I can see everything. The spring is a virtual cabaret of flowers and budding trees 
and the summer is a carnival of life and the autumn a festival of color.  But the winter is more like a memorial, 

a time for reflection and revelation. The trees and shrubs end the autumn in a dramatic striptease exposing a 

bare Earth and the humans make our way inside where we are less vulnerable, less exposed than the planet 
appears to be.  

Because our culture doesn’t bend often to weather, we expect life to continue forward as if nothing 
has changed.  If our roads are covered in ice, we wait impatiently for a few hours until it can be melted 

artificially and cleared.  A foot or two of snow might cancel school for a day, but little else.  When we moved 
to Northern Westchester 10 years ago, I bought a 4-wheel drive car for just that reason.  I’m not letting a few 

inches – or feet – of snow stop me.   

When we give in to the expectation of busyness, I suspect we neglect a natural rhythm.  We miss the 
stillness that the winter has invited us into.  We fill the emptiness with something-ness and neglect the fertile 

vacancies.  The new life of spring is only possible after the rest of winter.  The clarity of winter is the 
necessary precursor for the regeneration of spring.  The Earth is laid bare.  We can see clearly.  We are 

moved indoors.  The snow and ice conspire to keep us there.  We shift into a semi-hibernation state.  That is 
the natural way.   

At least that’s the natural way for those of us in the northeast.  Most religious traditions, nearly all of 

which were founded in warmer climates, create a period of quiet and emptiness generally marked by fasting 

and prayer to different degrees.  Even if the planet doesn’t enforce this time of rest, we humans still seem to 

need it. At the new year, Jews fast and pray for 10 days.  The Ba’hai put aside 19 days in March, the Muslims 
are in for 30 during Ramadan and the Catholics beat us all with their 40 days of sacrifice during Lent.   For 

millennia, humans have practiced these seasons of surrender and contemplation as one of the natural rhythms 

of existence.  And here in the northeast, Earth obliges with her dark, cold winters.   
 Those religious cycles of emptying are designed to open us to new insights about who we are and how 

we live.  The English word religion comes from the Latin word ligio which is also the root for ligament; it 

means “to connect”.  Religio is to reconnect.  The world’s religions are designed to help us reconnect.  

Reconnect with our god, maybe.  With our families, usually.  With our communities, generally.  With our 
deepest selves, always.  These seasons are opportunities to eliminate excess and to be authentically present.   

During these cycles of stillness, it is generally expected that we’ll take stock of our behavior.  It’s a time 

to recognize when we’ve done something hurtful, are on the wrong path, have gotten distracted from our 
core values.  It’s time to take inventory of our interior lives and to then seek forgiveness or redemption so 

that we can move forward anew.  It’s an intentional winter to spring cycle.     
According to Hebrew scripture, land is planted for 6 years and then given the 7th year to rest which is 

called a sabbatical, coming from the same root for Sabbath.  After 7 cycles of 7 years, the 50th year is declared 
a Jubilee and the land is redeemed – that’s the language.  During the Jubilee year, everything is made fresh 

again: debts are forgotten, harms are forgiven.  The world is redeemed and given a chance to start over.   

I wonder what land we have that needs to lie fallow for a season.   
 We are in a difficult moment in human history.  Given the long lens of centuries or even millennia, I 



suspect our descendants will note the 20th and 21st centuries as a time of dramatic change and upheaval, 

times for a full rethinking and retooling of how we work and live together. Just this week our leaders played 
political games with our nation’s financial security, threatening to send us over a fiscal cliff.  Even after they 

reached a compromise, they neglected to provide for victims of Hurricane Sandy, potentially leaving people 
homeless and helpless. We’re watching, sometimes helplessly, as civil and medical rights are being attacked, 

our economy stutters and our planet comes ever closer to losing the ability to sustain human life. 
 In the face of such sadness and chaos, despair might be warranted.  But after every winter comes 

spring.  The cycle of birth and death and new life continues.  What I hope we can see in the sparse winter 

landscape is that we are moving toward greater life, even if not in a straight line. 

 Some of this will happen naturally, as we defrost and the light returns.  We’ll shake off the cold and 

move back out into the world with a renewed engagement.  And some of it will happen because we make it 
happen.  Before this winter ends, maybe we’ll consider ways we can, individually or collectively, help the new 

growth of spring take root. 

 I had a conversation with religious environmental leaders recently and a colleague introduced his vision 
of himself as spiritual warrior seeking to gather an army of redemption. 

An army of redemption.  I think I want one of those.  I wouldn’t call it an army- maybe more of a 

squad, a crew, a band, a bunch, a troop, a team.  A Redemption Team.   

What would a liberal Redemption Team do?  We don’t generally buy into dualistic thinking declaring 
one thing good and another bad. Religious liberals tend to think in terms of complexity.  We don’t talk about 

individual acts of sin but about dismantling racist, sexist, classist infrastructures. I don’t see us trying to save 

souls as much as trying to save systems that consume souls.   
The challenge of Unitarian Universalism is to create a special, and sacred place where lives are 

transformed, where we can move from broken-ness to wholeness, where we can face our shortcomings and 
celebrate our potentialities, and where we can find ways, acting together, to be agents of redemption in a 

world so in need of hope and healing.  

These dark, cold days of winter, might be a good time for us to regroup. Today marks the beginning of 
our annual Reboot.  Reboot, for those who don’t know, is a month during which each member decides what 

role they’d like to play in the congregation for the upcoming year.  Whatever commitment you made last year 
is over.  You’re free to renew it, but you’re also free to try something new, to imagine yourself differently.  In 

this congregation, we take advantage of the winter invitation to reflection and clarity and renewal.  Because of 
our polity, there is no higher authority to do things for us.  If we want it done, it’s on us.  But that doesn’t 

have to mean – and won’t mean if I have anything to say about – that anyone is stressed or over committed 

here.  First Unitarian should be the resting place, the place you feel rejuvenated and ready to be who you want 
to be in the world. 

Let me say that again.  I’m not imploring you to get busy.  The work we do together is important for 
our communal life, but it should never be a source of stress for any one member.  Committee work is a good 

way to get connected, to move deeply into congregational life and to live your faith in the world.  But not 
everything is for everyone and congregational work should never take precedence over spiritual wellbeing. No 

one joins a congregation to add to their to-do list and I’d be heartbroken if any member was having that 

experience. 
After the service today and for the rest of the month, you’ll find sign-up sheets for every committee.  

No one’s name is currently on any list.  If you would like to join or continue to work with a particular 
committee, please add your name, remembering that the commitment is for only one year.  Next year, your 

name will be removed again and you will be invited to reimagine yourself once again. 

My vision for this community is that we become a place to experiment in being human, a place where 
we can try new ways of living, where our vision for communal living, for simple living, for covenanted living, 

can be realized.  And, in that experiment, my hope is that we become a community of transformation.   
My invitation to each of you is to take advantage of this winter time, of the clearing of the Earth, the 

moving indoors for rest.  Consider ways you’d like to stretch your spiritual self.  That might mean ways you’d 
like to grow and learn, which could translate into joining some folks who are doing something you’ve never 

done before.  Maybe the Building  or Grounds Committees fit that category and we certainly need to expand 



those communities, or it might mean learning how to live in a new way with the Community Garden or Green 

Sanctuary (soon to be called Environmental Action) folks or, after some reflection, you might decide that this 
is your year to help build and deepen our membership with the Membership, sometimes called the Welcome 

Committee.  I believe their work is critical to our vision, and we could certainly use to expand that circle.  
Of course, all of those things are embodiments of our faith.  They are all ways to live our faith in the 

world and ways to become who we want to be.  But it’s also good to remember that sometimes, the land 
needs to lie fallow.  Green Sanctuary has been in a state of rest.  I think the last meeting was the first Sunday 

in May.  Green Sanctuary is a UUA designation and the folks doing that work here were charged with greening 

our building and programming.  They made a significant recommendation to the Board last spring that hasn’t 

really gone anywhere and they haven’t met since.  Not meeting feels good and right to me.  It was time to 

rest, to let that land lie fallow.  And now the chair, Carter Smith, and I have a renewed energy to organize this 
congregation’s environmental impulses, to start with cleared and rested minds as a new Environmental Action 

Team.  We’re meeting today after the 2nd service to see if the land has been redeemed, what new growth 

might take root. 
These cold, dark, icy days are an invitation to move inward, to rest.  This is our season to appreciate 

the Sabbath, the sabbatical of the winter.  While the ground is frozen and the Earth is bare, this is our time to 

consider what new growth we’d like to see in spring when the soil becomes warm and wet and ready to 

sprout.  And these cold, dark, icy days are an invitation to redemption, our chance to redeem our lives from 
the busyness, to move indoors and discover what winter will reveal. 

 

 


