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I don’t usually think of myself as a Grinch, or a curmudgeon, but ten years or more I have been finding myself each year a little less enthusiastic about the whole holiday season. One small part of this changing attitude is directly related to my occupation, one might even call it an occupational hazard. You see as a minister every year, the holiday season simply becomes one more in a series of attempts to find fresh meaning in a celebration which has been going on in varying ways for longer than any of us really know and certainly longer than any of us have been alive. 
Add to that that I am a Unitarian Universalist minister, serving a congregation that is at least as theologically diverse as a group from different backgrounds, and experiences can be and probably even more so than the average and you begin to understand why the Holiday Season has taken on an air of foreboding rather than joy.  One might assume that as a minister I would have it easy plan a sermon or two and that’s that it is over and done with. But think of it more like this if I was a Protestant or Catholic Minister I could simply proclaim the joy of the saviors birth and be done with it. If I was a Rabbi I could mark Hanukkah at home, and on Shabbat in the Temple, and be done with it, if I was a Pagan or Wiccan Priestess I could hold a fabulous all out Solstice Celebration  and be done with it. The problem is I am a Unitarian Universalist minister serving a congregation that represents people who celebrate those three theologies and more, so I have to find ways to look at and honor each of them without making the others feel excluded, and so the holidays become more daunting than they might otherwise be.

The most difficult part of this holiday hoopla is not even just what do we celebrate and what words can we use to keep from offending others. The real problem is how do we make it all meaningful to as many people as possible, how do we make it as inclusive as possible, as authentic as possible, without being guilty of cultural misappropriation, without feeling disingenuous and most importantly without making such a hodgepodge that there is no meaning and no spiritual meaning to any of it for anyone, including myself!
I hope from that you can get a small idea of why this is not something I await with great anticipation. And yet the holidays are important, the holiday season does have rich history, heritage, meaning, spiritual significance, and it can be an absolutely beautiful time of year. There are lights, and trees decorates, presents with brightly colored wrapping and ribbon, there are store windows, and pageants, there are children filled with excitement, department store Santa’s, favorite carols, ballets and plays and there is church. Church filled with strangers and friends, church decorated with poinsettias and so much more, there are the candle light services and the feeling of love and if we are all lucky there are a gentle coating of soft white snow making the world a little bit quieter and softer, than at any other time.

I can talk about light, because light is important as the days shorten and the natural light we experience wanes. I could talk about evergreens and their promise of eternal life. I could talk about miracles. I could talk about magic and fantasy. I could talk about faith. I could talk about anticipation and waiting. And the real honest truth is over time I have probably talked about all of them and then some and probably will again in the future. This time though I want to talk to you about simplifying the holidays.
I am talking about simplifying the holidays in part because I am a parent and I am tired of the begging, and the I wants. I am talking about simplifying because I am tired of the hype and commercialism; I am tired of seeing people go without when others have more than they know what to do with. I am talking about simplifying because I believe that we have gotten away from the real meaning of the holidays. I am preaching on this subject because I know I am not alone, when I say I don’t enjoy the holidays as much as I used to. I am preaching on this subject because I think we all want to slow down, take life easier, enjoy the simple thing, and enjoy our families and our lives. I am focusing on simplifying the Holidays not because it means we are better people but because I believe if we do this well it will make us happier people, with healthier families and more time to enjoy together and in community with others.

Having heard that many of you are say yeah but she doesn’t have to listen to my child or my….fill in the blank….but I do I have your family and the families of everyone of you sitting next to another in this room and then some, as well as my own family, and yet what I also know is that there is no one in that circle who makes more noise about it than the voice in my head that is terrified of disappointing someone, anyone even myself if I don’t go all out this year and every year during the holidays.

The staff would prefer that we only have one service on December 24th, but my fear is that someone would be alone and in need of community, and we would miss the opportunity to welcome them when they need us most so we will have two services one at 10:30 and one at 5 pm when we can end with candle light while singing Silent Night because for so many of that is the real start of Christmas. And after all what purpose do we churches serve if not to be places for communities of people to gather at the Holidays, for worship, isn’t the root of Holiday Holy Day? Whatever your theology there will be times when what you value most is the ability to be present with others in a sanctuary when all is quiet and you are alone and not alone.  This is why in spite of my own resistance and the resistance of others we do the holidays year after year, the same ways, tweaked a bit, but over and over again with the same themes, and trimmings.
So what is it that we can let go of, what is it that we can leave behind as we simplify the holidays? It is the pressure to be someone we are not, the pressure to spend more than we have. We can let go of the pressure to pretend that we feel glad and joyful about spending time with people we would probably rather not spend time with. We can choose to not be with people we really can’t stand, and we can choose to make the best of any and every situation we find ourselves in at the holidays, and then let it go.

Probably the most important thing we can do to simplify the holidays is to be conscious of what we are doing. Dr. Linda Ferguson a member of the UU Church in Roanoke, Virginia recently sent a letter out to her many friends about what she calls, Conscious Consumerism, she begins the letter saying “It’s that time of year again, the shopping frenzy has begun.  Or has it?  Does it need to be a frenzy? How are you spending your energy and your money this holiday shopping season?”
Linda follows those opening questions with the story of a friend; she says “I have a friend who decided with her husband when their kids were young that they would not spend more than $5 on each child for Christmas gifts. They also had their kids not spend more than $5 for each other. This forced them all to think of creative and sincere presents that they knew the others wanted. They offered to do chores for a week, made home-made crafts, wrote poetry or skits or songs, gave certificates for back rubs.  She said they’ve never been disappointed by what their kids came up with. The kids take delight every year thinking of what to do for Christmas.  The key here is to be creative. And don’t succumb to the marketing hype and social pressure to out- do what someone else did or what you did last year.” I think that is a great idea and it might even work if you kids are really young or grown up, but anywhere in between I am betting it would be a lost cause.
That however is only one solution to simplifying the holidays, conscious consumerism, can simply mean you buy one really nice gift for someone instead of ten little kind of so so gifts that will end up in the garbage sooner rather than later. It might mean you only buy presents from companies with good environmental track records or from companies that support local communities. Simplifying the holidays could mean that you only use ornaments that are handmade, or that you forgo lots of lights to save electricity.  As Dr. Ferguson puts it Conscious consumerism “involves putting your principles where your wallet is.” Some of the suggestions she goes on to make are suggestions for ways to simplify are certainly choices any of us could make.  “For instance,” Ferguson says “you could buy presents from the Ten Thousand Village project, which buys instruments and other interesting crafts from villages in Africa and other parts of the world.  They pay a higher price to the people in the villages making the items. The money you spend goes more directly into the hands of the artisans than the middleman.”   Another suggestion is “How about making a donation to a cause that your relatives support in lieu of a gift?  Another fun option is the Heifer Project, where you can purchase a farm animal (duck, sheep, rabbit) on behalf of a child and the money goes to actually buying that animal for a village somewhere that needs the animal to earn a living.” 
Conscious Consumerism is about putting your principles to work every time you shop.  What kind of world do you want to leave your children? What kind of world do we want to leave future generations of Unitarian Universalists. Should we buy Fair Trade Coffee? Or should we simply buy whatever is on sale? Should we shop at Wal-Mart? And buy products that sell products manufactured in third world sweat shops?  And while ideally these are ways we can be conscious consumers we must also be aware of those folks in our communities for whom living their values must come second to putting food on the table and clothes on their children. I will never forget the piece I read years ago in which a woman wrote to an advice columnist asking her to tell people not to judge others at the grocery checkout. The woman then proceeded to tell the story of how she had saved her food stamps to buy special foods for her young daughter’s birthday, because she had cancer and it would be her last she wanted to make it extra special and serve her favorite foods. When she used her food stamps to buy shrimp and a birthday cake the cashier and the other customers around her made snide comments about how food stamps were for necessities and they wished they had food stamps to buy such luxuries. 
While we would hope that all people would choose conscious consumerism, we can not know others situations, and have no right to judge the decisions they make. All we can do is make the best decisions for ourselves and our own families. Maybe conscious consumerism for you means buying less of really special treats, instead of lots of junk food. Or maybe it will mean sitting together in the dark watching the lights of the Christmas Tree, Yule Fire or Menorah, or maybe it means watching a classic holiday special, Christmas Caroling, or listening to a favorite holiday album. 
For each of us having a Simpler Holiday Season will look a bit different, there is no right or wrong, there is no one way, all of our traditions, new and old shape the holiday season and as we move into the season of Peace on Earth, Goodwill Toward All, let us be ever mindful of how our shopping, and other rituals support our efforts to have a simpler Holiday season, this year and in the many years to come. Amen 
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