Unitarian Universalist Small Group Ministry Network Website
Our Own “Christmas Carols”—Past and Present
Covenant Group Session, Stephanie Certain Matz, Countryside Church UU, Palatine, IL (Dec.  2006)
Pre-Meeting Preparation

At the end of the previous session, or sometime before this session, give to group members the preparation page for this session (attached at the end of this document.)  At a minimum, bring four candles to place in a circle.  You will use these instead of the chalice.  Ideally, place them within a wreath of some kind, preferably evergreen to complete the symbolism of the season. 
Preliminaries 

Chalice Lighting and Reading
In all religious traditions throughout the world, the weeks before the Winter Solstice are a time of waiting for the return of the light.  Many rituals and symbols are consistent as well.  Candles are lit to remind us of the promise.  They are often placed within or near circles—the eternity that has no beginning and no end.  And, in colder climes, evergreen is used to remind us that life continues even in the darkest times, and that the Spirit never really dies.  

In the Christian tradition, this is the season of Advent.  It is a time of reflection on the past and introspection, but also a time of preparation and anticipation.  So tonight we’re going to light four candles in honor of the lessons of holidays past and in anticipation of the holidays soon to be present. 
Candle Lighting Ritual

Rev. Lindi Ramsden, adapted

Let this first candle be for faith, the trust that the foundation of life is good.

Let this second candle be for hope, which renews our spirit and gives us strength to continue.

Let this third candle be for love, which helps us to find the deepest meaning of human life. 

Let this fourth candle be for community, particularly the fellowship that sustains us from this covenant group.

Faith, hope, love, and community: these candles symbolize the spark of divinity in each of us and our deep connections through the web of life to each other and the wider world.

Blessed be. 

Check-in.  

Transition Meditation/Reading
Help the group move from check-in preliminaries to silence with directed deep breathing, soft words, music, or other meditative techniques. 
A reading from “A Christmas Carol” by Charles Dickens.  They passed through the wall, and stood upon an open country road, with fields on either hand. The city had entirely vanished. Not a vestige of it was to be seen. The darkness and the mist had vanished with it, for it was a clear, cold, winter day, with snow upon the ground. ``Good Heaven!'' said Scrooge, clasping his hands together, as he looked about him. ``I was bred in this place. I was a boy here!'' 

The Spirit gazed upon him mildly. Its gentle touch, though it had been light and instantaneous, appeared still present to the old man's sense of feeling. He was conscious of a thousand odours floating in the air, each one connected with a thousand thoughts, and hopes, and joys, and cares long, long, forgotten. 

``Your lip is trembling,'' said the Ghost. ``And what is that upon your cheek?'' 

Scrooge muttered, with an unusual catching in his voice, that it was a pimple; and begged the Ghost to lead him where he would. 

``You recollect the way?'' inquired the Spirit. 

``Remember it!'' cried Scrooge with fervour; ``I could walk it blindfold.'' 

``Strange to have forgotten it for so many years!'' observed the Ghost. ``Let us go on.'' 

They walked along the road; Scrooge recognising every gate, and post, and tree; until a little market-town appeared in the distance, with its bridge, its church, and winding river. Some shaggy ponies now were seen trotting towards them with boys upon their backs, who called to other boys in country gigs and carts, driven by farmers. All these boys were in great spirits, and shouted to each other, until the broad fields were so full of merry music, that the crisp air laughed to hear it. 

``These are but shadows of the things that have been,'' said the Ghost. ``They have no consciousness of us.'' 

The jocund travellers came on; and as they came, Scrooge knew and named them every one. Why was he rejoiced beyond all bounds to see them! Why did his cold eye glisten, and his heart leap up as they went past! Why was he filled with gladness when he heard them give each other Merry Christmas, as they parted at cross-roads and bye-ways, for their several homes! What was merry Christmas to Scrooge? Out upon merry Christmas! What good had it ever done to him? 

``The school is not quite deserted,'' said the Ghost. ``A solitary child, neglected by his friends, is left there still.''   Scrooge said he knew it. And he sobbed. 

Deep Sharing/Deep Listening

As we begin Deep Sharing and Deep Listening, I invite you to share the spirits of your holidays past.  What were they like?  What did you love and what did you learn?  What shaped who you became?  Each of us has a different journey with the Ghost of Christmas Past; let’s share those now.

Open Discussion
The Ghost of Christmas Present is already upon us.  How is that affecting you?
What are you feeling as we move into another Christmas season?
What do you dread?
What do you look forward to?
What rituals keep you focused?
If your tradition is not Christian (i.e. being Jewish, Muslim…) how do you 
experience this season?

Check-out

Remind group that Charles Dickens will appear at the Sunday service on New Year’s Eve in the form of Rev. Roger Berwin, visiting minister.
Closing Reading/Extinguishing the Chalice

When the song of angels is stilled,
When the star in the sky is gone,
When the kings and princes are home,
When the shepherds are back with their flock,
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 the brothers,
to make music in the heart.
Howard Thurman -- Singing the Living Tradition #615
And as Tiny Tim observed, “God Bless Us, every one.”

Participant Preparation for CCUU Session: Our Own “Christmas Carols”—Past and Present
Food for Thought
Is there anyone in English-speaking countries who has not experienced Charles Dickens’ “A Christmas Carol” in one form or another?  Books, films, print and animated cartoons, songs, and simple words and phrases that have entered the lexicon all bear witness to the pervasiveness of the story, characters, and themes.

Yet, few have actually read Dickens’ short book and experienced the nuances this Anglican turned Unitarian turned Anglican turned Unitarian humanist provided in the story.  For this is not just a ghost story, nor a simple rich vs. poor, good vs. evil parable, nor a fable of repentence and redemption for us to learn from.  It is our story.  Each of us has a lifetime of holidays past that have left a mark on who we are and how we think and behave during this time of year.  And each of us has feelings coming to the forefront now that “the season” is presently upon us.  

In our next covenant group meeting, during deep sharing and deep listening we’ll step into Scrooge’s shoes and visit holidays past—what they were like, what we loved and what we learned, what about them shaped who we became in both positive and negative ways.  Then, in open discussion, we’ll talk about the present season and what’s coming up for us.  As for the future, we’ll let that take care of itself!
Meditation Reading—from “A Christmas Carol” by Charles Dickens
Once upon a time -- of all the good days in the year, on Christmas Eve -- old Scrooge sat busy in his counting-house. It was cold, bleak, biting weather: foggy withal: and he could hear the people in the court outside, go wheezing up and down, beating their hands upon their breasts, and stamping their feet upon the pavement stones to warm them. The city clocks had only just gone three, but it was quite dark already: it had not been light all day: and candles were flaring in the windows of the neighbouring offices, like ruddy smears upon the palpable brown air. The fog came pouring in at every chink and keyhole, and was so dense without, that although the court was of the narrowest, the houses opposite were mere phantoms. To see the dingy cloud come drooping down, obscuring everything, one might have thought that Nature lived hard by, and was brewing on a large scale. 

The door of Scrooge's counting-house was open that he might keep his eye upon his clerk, who in a dismal little cell beyond, a sort of tank, was copying letters. Scrooge had a very small fire, but the clerk's fire was so very much smaller that it looked like one coal. But he couldn't replenish it, for Scrooge kept the coal-box in his own room; and so surely as the clerk came in with the shovel, the master predicted that it would be necessary for them to part. Wherefore the clerk put on his white comforter, and tried to warm himself at the candle; in which effort, not being a man of a strong imagination, he failed. 

``A merry Christmas, uncle! God save you!'' cried a cheerful voice. It was the voice of Scrooge's nephew, who came upon him so quickly that this was the first intimation he had of his approach. 

``Bah!'' said Scrooge, ``Humbug!'' 

He had so heated himself with rapid walking in the fog and frost, this nephew of Scrooge's,  that he was all in a glow; his face was ruddy and handsome; his eyes sparkled, and his breath smoked again. 

``Christmas a humbug, uncle!'' said Scrooge's nephew. ``You don't mean that, I am sure.'' 

``I do,'' said Scrooge. ``Merry Christmas! What right have you to be merry? what reason have you to be merry? You're poor enough.'' 

``Come, then,'' returned the nephew gaily. ``What right have you to be dismal? what reason have you to be morose? You're rich enough.'' 

Scrooge having no better answer ready on the spur of the moment, said, ``Bah!'' again; and followed it up with ``Humbug.'' 

``Don't be cross, uncle,'' said the nephew. 

``What else can I be,'' returned the uncle, ``when I live in such a world of fools as this Merry Christmas! Out upon merry Christmas. What's Christmas time to you but a time for paying bills without money; a time for finding yourself a year older, but not an hour richer; a time for balancing your books and having every item in 'em through a round dozen of months presented dead against you? If I could work my will,'' said Scrooge indignantly, ``every idiot who goes about with ``Merry Christmas'' on his lips, should be boiled with his own pudding, and buried with a stake of holly through his heart. He should!'' 

``Uncle!'' pleaded the nephew. 

``Nephew!'' returned the uncle, sternly, ``keep Christmas in your own way, and let me keep it in mine.'' 

``Keep it!'' repeated Scrooge's nephew. ``But you don't keep it.'' 

``Let me leave it alone, then,'' said Scrooge. ``Much good may it do you! Much good it has ever done you!'' 

``There are many things from which I might have derived good, by which I have not profited, I dare say,'' returned the nephew: ``Christmas among the rest. But I am sure I have always thought of Christmas time, when it has come round -- apart from the veneration due to its sacred name and origin, if anything belonging to it can be apart from that -- as a good time: a kind, forgiving, charitable, pleasant time: the only time I know of, in the long calendar of the year, when men and women seem by one consent to open their shut-up hearts freely, and to think of people below them as if they really were fellow-passengers to the grave, and not another race of creatures bound on other journeys. And therefore, uncle, though it has never put a scrap of gold or silver in my pocket, I believe that it has done me good, and will do me good; and I say, God bless it!'' 

The clerk in the tank involuntarily applauded. Becoming immediately sensible of the impropriety, he poked the fire, and extinguished the last frail spark for ever. 

``Let me hear another sound from you,'' said Scrooge, `` and you'll keep your Christmas by losing your situation. You're quite a powerful speaker, sir,'' he added, turning to his nephew. ``I wonder you don't go into Parliament.'' 

``Don't be angry, uncle. Come! Dine with us to-morrow.'' 

Scrooge said that he would see him -- yes, indeed he did. He went the whole length of the expression, and said that he would see him in that extremity first. 

``But why?'' cried Scrooge's nephew. ``Why?'' 

``Why did you get married?'' said Scrooge. 

``Because I fell in love.'' 

``Because you fell in love!'' growled Scrooge, as if that were the only one thing in the world more ridiculous than a merry Christmas. ``Good afternoon!'' 

``Nay, uncle, but you never came to see me before that happened. Why give it as a reason for not coming now?'' 

``Good afternoon,'' said Scrooge. 

``I want nothing from you; I ask nothing of you; why cannot we be friends?'' 

``Good afternoon,'' said Scrooge. 

``I am sorry, with all my heart, to find you so resolute. We have never had any quarrel, to which I have been a party. But I have made the trial in homage to Christmas, and I'll keep my Christmas humour to the last. So A Merry Christmas, uncle!'' 

``Good afternoon!'' said Scrooge. 

``And A Happy New Year!'' 

``Good afternoon!'' said Scrooge. 

PAGE  
1

