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Out of the Stillness
Rev. Joe Cleveland
December 24, 2020
Unitarian Universalist Congregation of Saratoga Springs

“In the Lonely Midnight” 
words: Theodore Chickering Williams
hymn 242 in Singing the Living Tradition

In the lonely midnight, on the wintry hill, 
shepherds heard the angels singing, "Peace, good will." 
Listen, O ye weary, to the angels' song, 
unto you the tidings of great joy belong. 

Though in David's city angels sing no more, 
love makes angel music on earth's farthest shore. 
Though no heavenly glory meet your wondering eyes, 
love can make your dwelling bright as paradise. 

Though the child of Mary, heralded on high, 
in his manger cradle may no longer lie, 
love will reign forever, though the proud world scorn; 
if you truly seek peace, Christ for you is born. 

There are two things that do not go together and have never happened together 
as far as I can remember:  The shortest day of the year happens before the coldest.  
Winter is to come, the coldest days are ahead, but the light will grow as we go through 
the cold days ahead.  I’ve always taken comfort in this, especially as I’ve grown older.  
Less light tends to take our mood down, and if that happened during the thick of 
winter, winter would be much harder to get through.  

This year, I can’t help but hear an echo in our situation with the coronavirus and 
COVID-19.  The virus is raging and will rage on for months, but vaccines have 
appeared — which feels like some hope to help get us through the months of sheltering 
in place that we have still before us.  

In some ways, this quarantining is becoming old hat.  Holding worship services 
and meetings and even family get-togethers online feels pretty normal now.  But it is 
still hard.  We still long to be together face to face.  I had been planning on doing this 
service from my mother-in-law’s house.  My father-in-law died this year, and we were 
looking forward to being together for this first Christmas without him. But on the road 



Page  of 2 3

we learned that another of my nieces has tested positive for COVID, and a classmate of 
my nephew is showing symptoms.  We kept on the road, but we decided to deliver the 
presents we had in our sleigh, and after a quick visit with my mother-in-law with masks 
on, we turned the sleigh around and came back home.  

This doing the best we can so that everyone is safe thing is really hard.  And we have 
to keep on doing it because this is part of what loving each other looks like now.  And 
there is a vaccine.  And the light is returning.

Listen, O ye weary, to the angel’s song,
unto you the tidings of great joy belong.1

There are certain lines of Christmas carols and holiday songs that I’m hearing in 
new ways this year.  We are weary — and it is to the weary that the angels sing; it is to 
the weary that the tidings of great joy belong.  The world we live in now, it feels like it is 
the city where angels sing no more — a world where no heavenly glory meets our 
wandering eyes.  And the message: “love can make your dwelling bright as paradise.”   2

It can sound like someone wearing rose-colored glasses.  But what can we make of our 
dwelling?  What can we make of the way we are dwelling, the way we are living with 
one another?  Our super-volunteer Bev Lawson organized more than two dozen of us 
with the result that she delivered about 40 dozen Christmas cookies to Shelters of 
Saratoga and Code Blue.  Love can make your dwelling bright as paradise.  

It’s a simple message, but we seem to need to hear it over and over again.  
Remember, remember what you can do: Remember: There is love in you.  It is a good 
thing that there is a winter solstice, a Diwali, a Hanukkah, a Christmas every year — 
even in years as awful as 2020 has been. 

There is so much noise drowning out that message.  I love the carol “It Came 
Upon the Midnight Clear.”   It was written by a Unitarian minister, but even before I 3

was UU and knew that, it was one of my favorites.  The line that is resonating this year 
for me is this: 

O hush the noise, ye men of strife, and hear the angels sing

When we sang it tonight, I took the gender out of it:  O hush the noise, O you of strife.  
Strife is one of the things that we can dedicate ourselves to.  Let me be clear about this: 

 These lines come from the carol “In the Lonely Midnight” by Theodore Chickering Williams, no. 242 in 1

Singing the Living Tradition. 

 “In the Lonely Midnight”2

 “It Came Upon the Midnight Clear.” Words by Edmund Hamilton Sears.  No. 244 in Singing the Living 3

Tradition. 
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strife is not what the uprising for Black lives caused this year.  Strife is what that 
uprising was and is responding to.  And that admonition “hush the noise” is something 
I’m hearing differently: O hush the noise, you of strife.  Hush the noise.  

There is a fourth verse to “Midnight Clear” that I only learned about a year or so 
ago.  And this year, it seems to speak so well to the emotion of the moment:

And you beneath life’s crushing load, whose forms are bending low,
who toil along the climbing way with painful steps and slow
Look now! for glad and golden hours come swiftly on the wing.
O rest beside the weary road and hear the angels sing!4

I wonder if it is the way the pandemic had bent so many of us low, if that is what 
helped more people this year see how much toil and slow painful steps a lingering 
structural racism demands of Black people in our country.  There’s an idea that I shared 
in a sermon a couple months ago that I keep returning to:  What if injustice can be 
understood as the denial of rest?  Hush the noise: the people deserve rest.  If a people 
has access to a restorative, restful stillness, out of that stillness what might be born?  
What might we be capable of as individuals and as a people if we were all given the 
opportunity for rest?  

The stillness that we reflect on at Christmas and solstice is a restorative stillness 
that makes for creation and, in the Christian story, salvation.  Carving out some space of 
stillness for themselves, Mary and Joseph make way for Jesus, for a new birth of hope.  

Knowing that the light is returning, that helps me claim some of this kind of 
stillness for myself, stillness that I’m going to need to make it through the rest of the 
winter and to make it into a post-COVID world.  I think the cookies that Bev delivered 
will be helping many people in our city who need rest claim just a bit of stillness for 
themselves.  I’m thinking of the goal of reforming the way we police our cities this way, 
too.  What sort of policing would create the opportunity for rest, stillness, and peace for 
Black and Brown people?  For the mentally ill and the poor?  Will the relief bill that the 
current president and the congress are wrangling over, will it create the opportunity of 
stillness and rest for those who are anxious because of lost jobs, lost wages, lost 
customers, empty stages?  Out of such a stillness, what world might be born?  

The days are getting longer.  Vaccines are being administered.  Keep to your 
stillness.  Keep safe.  Turn your sleigh around if you need to and get back to the stillness 
that we all need.  In the words of a Christmas carol:

if you truly seek peace, Christ for you is born.

So it is and may it be so.  
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