
Fire Communion 

Rev. Peggy Meeker, 1/7/18 

Reading: “Ring Out, Wild Bells,” by Alfred Lord Tennyson—and the words to Hymn #58 
[Singing the Living Tradition, Beacon Press, 1993]  

Ring out, wild bells, to the wild, wild sky, the flying cloud, the frosty light; 
the year is dying in the night; ring out, wild bells, and let it die. 

Ring out the old, ring in the new, ring, happy bells, across the snow: 
the year is going, let it go; ring out the false, ring in the true. 

Ring out the grief that saps the mind for those that here we see no more; 
ring out the feud of rich and poor; ring in redress to humankind. 

Ring out false pride in place and blood, the civic slander and the spite; 
ring in the love of truth and right; ring in the common love of good. 

Fire Communion 

Yesterday was the 12th day of Christmas, Epiphany, or Little Christmas. The holidays are 
over, but today we have one more chance to consider what it all means, this time of ending and 
beginning. 

For me, the new year started with a new lens in my right eye and the possibility of not 
wearing glasses for the first time since I was about 7 years old—which is both amazing and a 
little unsettling, since I keep thinking I’m forgetting some-thing, plus I need reading glasses now, 
and I’m not at all sure how to stand up here in the pulpit and be able to see both my notes and all 
of you!  It has made for an interesting example of what I’ve been thinking about this past week, 
about letting go of the old and moving into the new.  I’m letting go of a small part of my way of 
being in the world and my image of myself. But there’s very little angst involved.  It’s more a 
matter of noticing and gradually adjusting to the way things are now. 

There are different kinds of letting go, I’m seeing, and different reasons for doing it.  Fire 
communion, as practiced in many Unitarian Universalist congregations, is usually not just about 
letting the old year go and ringing in the new; it’s about letting go of regrets and hurts. Simply 
letting go of the past year is a recognition of the passing of time, something that doesn’t really 
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change our lives right now, and that’s going to happen whether we pay attention to it or not. But 
letting go of something painful, or something that’s unjust—as in Tennyson’s poem, “civic 
slander and spite”—or of something that’s holding you back in your life—letting go of any of 
those things is not so simple. 

And why must we let go, anyway?   

For about 8 years, I’ve had a box in my attic that contained a jar of water—holy water, really, 
because it originated from the first Water Communion I did at the Brockport UU Fellowship, 
nicknamed BUUF, back in September of 2009. Every September for the five years that I served 
that congregation, people added water that meant something to them, and every September I took 
the water home and boiled it and kept it to use for child dedications and as the base for the 
following year’s Water Communion. After I left BUUF the water stayed in my attic for a while 
before I remembered that I had it, and then I wasn’t sure what to do with it.  I checked with 
BUUF’s board of trustees but they didn’t really have a use for it, so it stayed in my attic.  I kept 
meaning to pour it out in my garden, but I never got around to it, and this past fall I started to 
think of it as something I needed to let go.  It had come to represent a loss for me.  I left BUUF 
because we couldn’t manage to grow enough, and my hours were going to have to be cut for the 
second time.  I left with some regret and much sadness.  

So Friday, while I was doing some shoveling and thinking about this sermon, I decided to get 
that water and take it out to the garden.  I’d pour it around the fig tree, I decided, because the fig 
had been a gift from a member of BUUF and because it produced its first real harvest this past 
year and I’m already looking forward to the next harvest.  I later Googled the symbolism of fig 
trees, but wow, you don’t even want me to get started on that. Anyway, maybe you remember 
how cold it was Friday.  I decided I didn’t need to shovel a path down to the garden. Wading 
through the snow would make it a little like a pilgrimage. So into the house I went, shedding my 
boots and a few of my many layers of clothing, and up to the attic, and the box with the jar of 
water was nowhere to be found.  I looked where I knew it should be and then I looked 
everywhere else, including under the blankets and tarps that are still there from a month ago 
when we had our roof torn off and replaced.  I had probably moved the box then to some safe 
place, but I did not know where that place was.  By this time, though, I was committed, so I 
filled another jar with water, to stand in for my BUUF jar, and layered back up and made my way 
to the garden.  

On my way down to the garden I thought about what I would say. Every night when I go to 
bed I have a little ritual of words to end the day.  I say what I’m grateful for from the day—both 
gifts and challenges—and then I say “I thank and I bless this day and I let it go.” Every night I 
say that. Sometimes I need an extra minute to really let the day go, but every night I decide it’s 

  2



okay. So as I stood there at the fig tree—and one thing I’d forgotten was that our fig tree was 
pretty well packed away for the winter, with leaves and burlap and so on, so I couldn’t pour the 
water right at the base of the tree—and maybe that was just as well, because it would only turn to 
ice—so I poured the water around the tree as best I could and I said “I thank and bless everyone 
from BUUF.  We were good community.  I’m sorry we didn’t grow more.  I let it go.”  Of course, 
someday I’ll clean my attic and I’ll find the real BUUF water … 

Sometimes we have to let things go to release ourselves from regrets and from second 
thoughts and even fiftieth thoughts. Sometimes it’s to realize and honor how important 
something was to us. Sometimes it’s to move us further along in grieving a loss. Sometimes it’s 
about forgiveness. Whatever it is, always it helps us grow. Our children’s focus this month is on 
our third principle: acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our 
congregations.  In their version: we are free to learn together. One of our core principles and 
needs: spiritual growth. And always this letting go helps us move forward, into the future and 
new life. It’s like the Sankofa bird, from the Akan people of Ghana, a bird that’s always pictured 
with feet and body and wings facing forward but with its head looking back, and an egg or a seed 
in its mouth. The Sankofa bird reminds us to look back for the lessons of our own past and for 
the wisdom of our ancestors, and seeing what we need to let go is crucial to finding the egg or 
seed that we carry forward. 

And always it’s a process. Letting go is not done in one smooth and neat action; like my 
BUUF water, it might be complicated. We might not have a firm grasp on what we need to let go, 
and the letting go might not go as we expect, and we might not be sure just what we think about 
it, and we might have to do it more than once. 

Finally, we have to let things go in order to make room for new life, to make ourselves ready, 
to align ourselves with new life, both for ourselves and for others. We do it so that we can be 
fully present to new times and new possibilities.  In the words of the Rev. Jack Mendelsohn—
words I first heard in a fire communion done here by the Rev. George Tyger about fifteen years 
ago—“Here in this sanctuary of ancient dreams and wisdom and beauty we come to grow, to be 
healed, to stretch mind and heart, to be challenged, renewed; to be helped in our own continuing 
struggles for meaning and for love; to help build a world with more justice and mercy in it; to be 
counted among the hopers and doers. In the face of cynicism, darkness, brutality around us and 
within, we seek to align ourselves with a living community that would affirm rather than despair, 
that would think and act rather than simply adjust and succumb. Here we invite the spirit of our 
own humanity and the healing powers under, around, through and beyond it, to give us the nerve 
and grace, the toughness and sensitivity, to search out the truth that frees, and the life that maketh 
all things new” [www.uua.org/worship/words/opening]. 
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Please find the piece of flash paper from your order of service.  If you don’t have one, raise 
your hand and someone will bring you one. We also have extra pens and pencils.  I’m going to 
read a series of questions based on an end-of-the-year ritual created by Julie Peters, writer and 
yoga teacher [“End of Year Ritual: 7 Questions to Ask Yourself,” SpiritualityHealth.com, 
12/21/17] to help people articulate what they hope for and are ready to let go. Don’t write 
answers to all these questions; just see if anything comes to the surface for you. 

• What happened in your relationships this year? Who came in to your life? Who left and 
who stayed? Who would you like to call back in? 

• What happened in your work, or your life’s project? What challenges? What learning? 
How do you feel about it?  

• What happened to your body this year? What went wrong? What healed? What did you 
do to hinder yourself or to take care of yourself? 

• What losses did you experience? What weighs heavy on your heart? 

• How have you changed as a person this year? Do you like the choices you made?  Is there 
something you want to change now? 

• How do you feel about the passing of 2017?  Were you ready to let it go? 

• What do you want 2018 to look like for you?  

If you know what you want to let go, please write it on your flash paper now.  If you don’t 
know, you might write something like “May it be made known to me.” And now come forward
—down the center aisle and back on the sides—and release what you don’t need to carry into the 
fire, the air, and the water. And like my water from BUUF—though maybe after the snows melt
—it will be returned to the earth.
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