
“Peaks and Valleys” 
Jenna Crawford 

A Sermon Delivered at First Parish in Needham, UU 
November 28, 2021 

 
Themes: Advent, UU 8th Principle, Covenant, Liturgical Calendar, 

 Winter, Abrahamic Traditions, Prophetic Calling 
 
 

Advent. If I were to look at the Christian liturgical year as an elevation profile, 

there would be two twin summits, or high points, for Easter and Christmas, with a 

jaggedy profile of shorter peaks for the minor holidays like Epiphany or Pentecost, 

punctuated by some long stretches in between peaks for the meadows and valleys. 

 The Jewish liturgical year would have peaks for Rosh Hashanah and to a 

different extent (in that it is not a holiday for rejoicing) Yom Kippur, with shorter peaks 

and valleys in between (like 8 short peaks for the 8 nights of Hanukkah, which begins 

tonight). The Muslim tradition has three peaks in the three Eids, and so on and so forth 

for all the world traditions—with different denominations emphasizing different parts 

of the elevation profile. 

 But today, we’ll focus on Advent. Looking at it this way, the Advent season 

reminds me of the last day of a monthlong backpacking trip I did in the High Sierras in 

California; the trip ends at the highest peak in the continental United States (Mt. 

Whitney) and, that last day, we had 15 miles to hike including summiting Mt Whitney. 

So, we woke up at 2am to ensure that we would finish by nightfall. We hiked the 4 

miles to the summit in complete darkness, except for the dim light of our headlamps—

motivated on this dark, rocky, and steep trail by the promise of that peak we had been 

anticipating for so long. 

By the way, from here on out, though hiking was my experience, I invite us to 

move away together from the ableist metaphors of trekking and walking. Notice 

moving forward I’ll talk about elevation profiles without reference to hiking at all; that 

leaves us with the richness of mountain and valley as metaphors instead.  

** 

From our reading this morning, Lydia Wylie-Kellermann writes, 

This year, I am gathering 
Purple and pink candles, 

And weaving the fragrant branches 
Round and round 

Not in my dining room, 



But deep in the forest… 
 

The fallen log decays 
And gives rise to fungi emerging 

In stunning shape and color, 
Reminding me of 

The indiscernible sacred space 
Between where death ends 

And life begins. 
 

The stark, bare branches of maple 
That give rest to the red-tailed hawk, 

Summon within me 
The courage to fight like [heck] 

For the living 
Even in the shadow of death.1 

 
I like this idea that Advent is not about passively waiting and quietly preparing 

for Christmas so much as fighting for the living in the shadow of death. 
 

As UUs, we recognize that the birth of a great teacher and prophet is just around 
the corner, and we are charged with preparing a space for him and, then, when 
Christmas arrives, helping to carry out his legacy of centering “the least of these,” the 
most poor and marginalized.  
 

** 
 

As a bit of an outdoors nerd, of course I see these cycles of peaks and valleys in 
other aspects of our lives too. One of my dear friends recently said to me, “I think I’m 
resisting the coming of this winter more than I usually do because I’m in the throes of a 
lot of other winters in my life right now.”  
 

Euro-American author Katherine May agrees, writing, “Life meanders like a path 
through the woods. We have seasons when we flourish and seasons when the leaves 
fall from us, revealing our bare bones. Given time, they grow again.”2 
 

The liturgical year and the vernal cycle become metaphors for the seasons of our 
lives; and, like my friend, this winter might feel difficult if it’s not the only winter you’re 
in right now. Sometimes too, old peaks become new valleys; beloved traditions can 
become painful in years where you’re missing someone or something that used to be 
there.  

 
1 Lydia Wylie-Kellermann, “Forest Song” in Geez Magazine, unknown edition (Detroit: Geez Press Inc). 
2 Katherine May, Wintering: The Power of Rest and Retreat in Difficult Times (Ebury Digital, 2020).  



 
** 

 
One of these elevation profiles that I want to explore together are the peaks and 

valleys of our lives as Unitarian Universalists. Maybe some of the peaks in your life as a 
UU were joining your first church, or getting married there; perhaps a Coming of Age 
ceremony, or a big, exciting social action you went to with your church. The valleys are 
everything in between those peaks, and some of you might also have some vivid 
memories of not just valleys but canyons or trenches—crises of faith, or being hurt by a 
beloved church community. These are the elevation profiles of our lives as Unitarian 
Universalists—no less jagged, rocky, or winding as the profile of the High Sierras. 
 

I am interested today not in the peak moments, or even in the canyon moments 
(only to affirm that if your map has canyons, you are not alone), but in the valleys—in 
the Advent, and in-between moments. I am interested in that sort-of everyday Unitarian 
Universalism—what it means to claim that you are a UU each and every day of the year 
and for Unitarian Universalism to claim you back.  
 

This month, we’ve been exploring the ministry theme of Covenant. And 
covenant, I believe, is this amazing technology for faith communities (with biblical 
roots) that keeps us on track to bring more love and justice into this world, without 
requiring creedal tests for membership. 
 

But Euro-American UU minister Rev. Sue Phillips astutely points out that 
Unitarian Universalists have long been half-hearted about covenant because we’re 
always trying to balance competing commitments to connection and freedom. She goes 
on, “Our collective anxiety about this tension… has squashed the rich dimensionality of 
covenant until it has become synonymous with a vague sense of commitment to a 
vague set of principles. One of the reasons Unitarian Universalism is so focused on 
individual voices and interpersonal relationships is because it’s flat-out hard to 
establish and protect group vision and group norms…The result, unfortunately, is that 
we have abstractified covenant into spiritual cohabitation, the big tent under which we 
eat at separate tables.”3  
 

Have you ever been in a UU space where you held back from talking about 
things of ultimate concern because of the fear of alienation, or maybe even offending 
someone who disagreed? Have you settled for eating at separate tables when what you 
really wanted to do was push all the tables together and talk about God or Divine Love, 
or abundance, or justice, or the world you envision? 
 

 
3 Sue Phillips, “Reimagining Congregational Polity for a Beyond-Congregation Age,” A Lecture Delivered at the 

UU General Assembly, Portland, OR, June 26, 2015. 



** 
 

It was not until this year that I realized how much Advent has to teach me about 
my Unitarian Universalist faith. The courage to fight for the living even in the shadow of 
death: this is what we do during Advent, but this is also the everyday work of our faith 
between the high peaks. The Unitarian Universalism of the valleys matters, the way we 
craft our covenants and enact our covenants every day matters—and this is why I was 
so energized when I first read the proposed language of the 8th Principle of the UUA 
(our Principles being one such covenant that we enact): “We covenant to affirm and 
promote: journeying toward spiritual wholeness by working to build a diverse 
multicultural Beloved Community by our actions that accountably dismantle racism 
and other oppressions in ourselves and our institutions.” Agreeing to this is a sign of 
more than just spiritual cohabitation. In a way, the 8th Principle is about the courage to 
fight for the living even in the shadow of death—in this case, the death structures all 
around us: of white supremacy, cis-hetero supremacy, capitalism, and ableism, among 
others. 
 

Actually, it’s interesting, but the 8th principle was conceived by black UU leader 
Paula Cole Jones and Euro-American UU leader Bruce Pollack Johnson out of a very 
similar context, out of a similar uneasiness with the status quo cohabitation that Sue 
Phillips writes about. Paula Cole Jones noticed two paradigms operating in Unitarian 
Universalism: 1) the UU 7 Principles and 2) Beloved Community, or deep 
multiculturalism.4 You see, we have that 6th principle, the goal of world community 
with peace, liberty, and justice for all, but it is never made explicit and therefore could 
be misunderstood that, in 2021, peace, liberty, and justice for all is simply an illusion for 
folks of certain identities and that, therefore, all of us must work to dismantle that 
tangle of oppressions that precludes real justice and peace. Enter, the 8th Principle: an 
attempt to name what we must do (: dismantle oppressions in ourselves and 
institutions) to make the dream in our 6th principle a reality. This is one example—
though a powerful and important one—of how we can continue to make our covenants 
and promises ever stronger, ever clearer, ever more in line with our mission and vision.  

 
Because ours is a living tradition. The original authors of the Cambridge Platform 

(what became the gold standard manual for our congregational polity) knew that we 
needed covenant instead of creed because there would always be more to learn about 
how love works in our lives and in the world.5 
 

Euro-American UU minister and president of our national denomination, Rev 
Susan Frederick-Gray, reminds us that this is no time for a casual faith—the results from 

 
4 For more on the origin story of the 8th principle, see: Origin — The 8th Principle of Unitarian Universalism 

(8thprincipleuu.org) 
5 Alice Blair Wesley, “Introduction,” in The Cambridge Platform: Contemporary Reader’s Edition, ed. Peter 

Hughes (Boston: Skinner House Books, 2008), xv. 

https://www.8thprincipleuu.org/origin
https://www.8thprincipleuu.org/origin


the climate summit COP26 make that clear; the ongoing violence in this country against 
persons of color at the hands of police make that clear; the heightened stress, trauma, 
and spiritual effects from this pandemic make that clear. So, I wonder, what would it 
look like in your life to move from casual…to committed?  
 

At First Parish, we have our congregation-wide covenant that we say at church 
every single week,  
 

We gather as a loving community, 
to encourage and comfort one another. 

 
We gather as a diverse community, 

to support each other in our search for spiritual truth. 
 

We gather as a service community, 
to live our beliefs through action and care for our world. 

 
 
Do you know if the committees or small groups that you are in have committee or small 
group-specific covenants? Do they connect in some way to our church-wide covenant, 
our national covenant of principles and sources, and to the mission statements of those 
committees? The UUA Commission on Appraisal, who studied covenant over these 
past few years, writes “Remember that we are the promises we make. In trying times 
such as these, we must lean into our relationships and the agreements that hold us 
together.”6 The commission encourages us to foreground covenant in our group 
processes, to continually return to and adapt the language of our covenants, which are 
living documents, and to give ourselves and each other the gift of being intentional 
about how we want to work together and toward what shared vision.  
 

** 
 

And, so, with the tenacity that you choose life even in the shadow of death every 
winter, every Advent, I wonder if you’ll choose together with me this morning an ever-
stronger version of Unitarian Universalism that is about something weightier than 
spiritual cohabitation?  
 

And, in the doing, may we remember that we are Unitarian Universalists not just 
on the mountaintops, but also in the valleys. 
 

 
6 Loose-leaf insert in Unlocking the Power of Covenant mailing to UU Congregational Leaders. UUA Commission 

on Appraisal, Unlocking the Power of Covenant: Report of the UUA Commission on Appraisal (Boston: Unitarian 

Universalist Association, 2021). 



May we find ourselves with good headlamps and good companions through our 
own personal winters.  
 

May we find, in both contexts, the courage to fight for the living.  
 

May it be so. Blessed Be. Amen. 


