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I am very sensitive to cold—cold water on my body, cold wind on 
my face, cold ice water on my teeth. I prefer weather that allows 
me comfortably to lie down outside in shirtsleeves and be warmed 
by the sun without the need for extra layers or a smoky fire. And I do 
not take for granted the fact that I have more than adequate 
resources that allow me to escape weather that is intemperate or 
otherwise disruptive of my bodily comfort. (Too many of our human 
siblings do not have those resources.) 
 
And because I don’t like cold, winter is not my favorite season. I do 
love the visual beauty in these coldest months—the vibrant light 
from the south, the occasional storm that covers everything in a 
blanket of snow, the icy shimmer on grass and leaves—but my body 
is mostly unhappy when exposed to these natural elements. 
 
In the first 25 years of my life, living in the southeast United States, I 
didn’t much have to deal with winter. So in the decades that I’ve 
lived in the northeast and mid-Atlantic, it’s been a process for me to 
grow more appreciative of this season. And I do appreciate it, even 
as it remains physically uncomfortable—in fact, I’ve grown to 
believe it’s arguably the most important of all the seasons for our 
spiritual well-being. I believe winter demands our loving and 
thoughtful attention. 
 
One of the greatest lessons about winter comes from the ancient 
wisdom of Chinese medicine, which teaches that the season of 
autumn is one of death and letting go of all that is extraneous, 
unnecessary, burdensome … so that in winter, all that remains of life 
is the truest and strongest essence of the thing.  



 
 
Picture a tree, rid of its flowers and leaves, only roots and trunk 
remaining. That tree is not dead through the winter. As long as its 
roots run adequately deep, the tree is nourished and strengthened 
even as some of its more fragile exposed parts are lost to the frost 
and cold and wind. Then, come spring, this tree will bloom again, all 
because of its less visible, less flashy winter living, hidden beneath 
the surface of the ground. And what blooms in the spring will be 
strong and healthy, born of the essence of that tree that was 
reinforced from its grounded roots through the harshest months of 
cold. 
 
The same is true for us in the seasons of our lives. Winter demands 
that we take more care to protect our parts that are most crucial to 
our survival—abandoning, for this season, anything extraneous and 
unnecessary, investing our limited resources and energy only in that 
which is most essential to our being. This conservation of resources 
ensures our survival through the winter, strengthens our core self, and 
allows us in the spring to bloom again, expressing ourselves from our 
truest, strongest, most deeply rooted essence. 
 
Winter is a deliberately fallow time—a time for going inward, for 
nesting and resting and slowing down … all in service of health and 
restoration.    
 
And … in 2020, after nine months of pandemic isolation, of being 
forced inward against our natural instincts, maybe winter is not quite 
the same this year.  
 
A few days ago, UU minister Rev. Leslie Takahashi reflected, 
 

What is the lesson of fallow this year when we have lived so many 
months in forced rest? What is the purpose of introspection in this 
time when we are so much recalled to our own company? What 
is the purpose of a time of less outer activity and more inner 



 
activity when we have lived in this ways [sic] for an endless 
parade of days? … What, like the amaryllis, blooms only in this 
time of year? What invitations linger in the life-giving womb of 
darkness? 

 
Some of us are feeling truly desperate not to be so self-contained, 
cocooned, inward-turning. I propose, though, that our bodily and 
spiritual health demand, still, that we welcome winter’s fallow time 
… its darkness, its stillness, its restorative power. 
 
Most of us have experienced other times of forced rest—because of 
illness (whether physical or mental), surgery, welcoming and raising 
infant children—or extra voluntary rest on vacation or retreat. But 
even when there’s been a period of extra sleep, extra stillness, 
slowing down, we don’t suddenly awake to a need for no rest at all. 
Rather, we return to a baseline where we require not no rest, but a 
more typical amount of rest. And this year, despite all the isolation 
we’ve already experienced, we are again invited into winter’s more 
typical, natural, slower, less productive rhythm.  
 
Winter invites us, like the hymn lyric says, to “Find a stillness, hold a 
stillness, let the stillness carry me. … Seek the essence, hold the 
essence, let the essence carry me.” 
 
[pause] 
 
In my body, I am inherently restless and fidgety—traits acquired 
naturally from my mother and passed along to the children of my 
body—so I have never taken easily to practices that ask me to sit still 
for more than a minute or two at a time. And yet, I keep coming 
back to Molly Gordon’s poem with which I opened the service 
today. She writes, 
 

Now, 
I meditate so that the weight of my out breath 



 
will drive my fleeing mind and my drifting soul 
back down into core and limb. 
 
Now, I meditate so as to not leave myself. 
 
Now I think that was always the point. 

 
What do we do “so as to not leave” ourselves?  
 
Earlier in the service the Leon-Lierman family shared an excerpt from 
Adrie [AY-dree] Kusserow’s poem “Mary Oliver for Corona Times—
Thoughts after the poem ‘Wild Geese’”. Hear these words again: 
 

You do not have to become totally zen, 
 
You only have to let the soft animal of your body unlearn 
everything capitalism has taught you… 
 
Whoever you are, no matter how broken,  
the world still has a place for you, calls to you over and over 
announcing your place as legit, as forgiven,  
even if you fail and fail and fail again.  
remind yourself over and over,  
all the swells and storms that run through your long tired body  
all have their place here, now in this world.  
It is your birthright to be held 
deeply, warmly in the family of things,  
not one cell left in the cold. 

 
I suspect that many of us—despite having been more physically 
contained, and traveling less, and experiencing less social activity—
are still in need of truly restorative time and care this winter.  
 
This year our bodies may have been more sedentary than usual, but 
that’s not the same as rested or nourished.  



 
 
We may be talking to fewer people, seeing friends and family less, 
but that’s not the same as engaging in self-reflection or 
contemplation.  
 
We may not be productive in the same ways we’ve been 
accustomed previously, but we’ve been busying ourselves—
adjusting to new demands, striving still to offer something of value to 
one another, being vigilant in resistance to the threats of sickness 
and violence and political treachery. 
 
There’s a lot of fear and worry and agitation among us and within 
us. Our bodies may be less active, but our minds are overstimulated. 
 
Winter invites us into a place of stillness and darkness where we are 
able to tend more carefully to the health and well-being at our core 
… the spark of life and health and wholeness within … the unique 
spirit of us that sustains us, even when we are otherwise stripped 
bare from autumn’s losses.  
 
“Dark of winter, soft and still, your quiet calm surrounds me. Let my 
thoughts go where they will; ease my mind profoundly. … Darkness, 
soothe my weary eyes, that I may see more clearly.” 
 
We enter that darkness with faith, with hope that something good 
will come if only we allow an opening for it, remove barriers from its 
entry, and pay close enough attention to notice it.  
 
Earlier we heard Robin read Owl Moon, a story that embodies this 
spirit of winter calling us to be still and watchful; invested less in 
production and outcomes; open to mystery and wisdom that come 
unpredictably, but that are more noticeable when we pay 
attention. “When you go owling you don’t need words or warm or 
anything but hope … the kind of hope that flies on silent wings under 
a shining owl moon.” 



 
 
It’s winter. A time of darkness, rest, restoration, waiting, watching. A 
time for turning inward, to return to ourselves. To find a stillness, that 
we might see more clearly.  
 


