
Six More Weeks of Winter? 

Rev. Peggy Meeker, 2/4/18 

  
Reading: adapted from a prayer by Unitarian Universalist minister Sharon Dittmar [p. 133, 
Sources of Our Faith: Inspirational Readings, ed. Kathleen Rolenz, Skinner House Books, 2012] 

Mother Earth, we are gathered here this morning to bask in your beauty and reflect on 
your place in our lives. Too often we forget how you feed us, whisper in our ears, and 
sprinkle our sleep with dreams. Help us to remember that through you we are all joyfully 
connected. [Help us to remember your countless blessings and gifts.] 

Six More Weeks of Winter? 

Right about now is when many of us are getting tired of winter.  Not all of us, I know, but 
you start hearing it: “I’m ready for this to be over!”   

I have to admit that on Friday, when I thought about groundhogs coming out to take a look at 
things, I couldn’t remember whether it was good or bad for the sun to be shining. Did that mean 
six more weeks of winter or not?  ABC News gave me the answer: Punxsutawny Phil’s handlers 
had coaxed him out of his burrow at about 7:25 a.m. Eastern Time and he saw his shadow, thus 
there would be six more weeks of winter.  I also learned that Phil’s rival, Staten Island Chuck, 
did not see his shadow, so just to the east of us there should be an early spring; however, the 
National Weather Service is predicting a colder than normal February for our part of the world.  I 
also learned how to remember which way the verdict goes: if the groundhog sees his shadow it 
scares him, so he runs back into the burrow and we get more winter.  

February 1st and 2nd mark an interesting confluence of holy days, of which I count 
Groundhog Day as one.  I became interested in Groundhog Day a few years ago when I was 
writing a sermon in early February about curiosity, and I couldn’t resist making the connection 
with hibernating animals being curious about the weather—as well they should be, since their 
lives are so intimately connected with it.  Of course, until very recently, humans also needed that 
information—as they still do, in many parts of the world. The weather between late winter and 
early spring would be especially important in knowing when to plant, how best to care for the 
animals, whether the provisions would last, and so on. 
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Groundhog Day has much in common with the ancient pagan festival of Brigid, goddess of 
healing and fertility, and with the medieval Catholic holiday of Candlemas, also held on 
February 2nd.  Listen to this old English poem: 

If Candlemas be fair and bright  
Winter will have another fight  
If Candlemas be cloud and rain  
Winter will not come again.  
A farmer should on Candlemas day  
Have half his corn and half his hay  
On Candlemas day if thorns hang a drop  
You can be sure of a good pea crop. 

Groundhog Day also has much in common with the Celtic festival of Imbolc, still celebrated 
by many Wiccans and pagans on February 1st or 2nd.  The word Imbolc may refer to ewe’s milk 
or may come from the words “in the belly,” referring to pregnancy.  It was the beginning of the 
lambing season for the Celts. The lambs would have given birth to the first offspring of the year, 
and milk was flowing, and the arrival of milk and cheese would have been very welcome at a 
time when the grains from last year’s harvest were beginning to run low. 

Imbolc is a cross-quarter day, marking a celestial event, the midway point between a solstice 
and an equinox.  In this case, we’re halfway from winter to spring.  In some cultures, Ireland for 
example, February 2nd is the official beginning of spring. We see the days lengthening and the 
sun moving higher into the sky; and deep in the belly of the earth, beneath the snow and the 
frozen ground, there are changes that we cannot see: a softening, a stirring of seeds [Christine 
Valters Paintner, 1/29/18 “Love Note from your Online Abbess”]. 

We live in a time and place in which it is often possible to ignore what nature is doing.  For 
most of us, our daily lives don’t depend on amounts of rainfall or sunlight.  In fact, sometimes 
we feel separated from the world of nature, and long for a deeper connection. Yet somehow 
nobody needs to tell us, about this time of year, that winter is very long. The holidays are over 
with, and it’s cold and gray, and it’s going to be that way for a while yet.  We really are 
connected to the earth and the weather, and Groundhog Day is a welcome reminder that spring 
isn’t that far off.  In fact, the groundhog tells us that spring is a process that has actually already 
started. Left to their own natural cycles—which I can’t help but wish Punxsutawney Phil could 
be, rather than kept on display in the local library—the males actually do come out of 
hibernation in February in order to start scouting out the burrows of potential mates. The actual 
mating will probably happen in March. And their sense of timing is important. According to 
National Geographic, if they mate too early, there’s not enough food available for the offspring, 

  2



and if the young are born too late, they don’t put on enough weight for the following winter 
[https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/2014/01/31/].  

We are more connected to the Earth than we realize, and our ancestors had an intimate 
knowledge of the Earth, including the weather and the changing of the seasons. They would have 
honored and perhaps worshipped the Earth. Those are our roots.  It might feel strange to some of 
us, and yet we do acknowledge the interdependent web of all existence, of which we are a part. 

I’ve come to feel that the Earth is worthy of praise and devotion. Take the hymn “For the 
Beauty of the Earth,” for example, #21 in our hymnal.  I was raised Presbyterian and I grew up 
singing the chorus as “Lord of all, to Thee we raise this, our hymn of grateful praise.” And when 
I first saw the words in our hymnal, “Source of all, to thee we raise,” I heard that as another 
name for God. But these days I hear “Source of all” as referring to the Earth.  Do others of you 
hear it that way?  Hands?  I raise my hymn of praise to the Earth.  In hymn #163, our closing 
hymn, in the words “sing we our joyful praise to Thee,” I hear “sing we our joyful praise to you, 
Earth, our home, that which gives us life.”  

Listen to these words of praise by Unitarian Universalist minister Janet Bush [pp. 142-143, 
Sources of Our Faith: Inspirational Readings, ed. Kathleen Rolenz, Skinner House Books, 
2012]: 

Praise the earth, all its creatures 
Praise the earth, all plants and minerals 
Praise the earth, all rivers and mountains 
Praise the earth, all deserts and forests 

Praise her, from whom we come 
Praise her, in whom we live 

She causes the nesting birds to return 
     And the bulbs to awaken and send forth shoots 
She causes the grain to rise up 
     And the rice to fill its paddies 
She causes green to green, and red to redden, 
     And the fruits of vine and tree to ripen 

The winds and clouds are her robes 
     And the rainbow her veil 
She sings to the stars and moon by night 
Her sister planets sing with her 

  3



Together they dance around the sun 

Do not test her patience 
For at her core she is molten 
Her passion will overcome you 
With miasma and flame 

Tread on her gently, treat her with honor 
Treat her with honor, 
     As a child its grandmother 

Praise her, from whom we come 
Praise her, in whom we live. 

Now the other thing that’s been on my mind, and that I didn’t really want to talk about but 
must, is how humans have misused and exploited and disrupted the earth.  We can’t simply 
celebrate our Earth; we must also save it.  On January 25th, according to the New York Times, the 
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists announced that the Doomsday Clock, symbol of scientific 
concern about the possible annihilation of humankind, had been advanced by half a minute to 2 
minutes to midnight, the closest it has ever been.  It was set that close once before, in 1953, 
during the Cold War, and it was set the furthest from midnight in 1991, when the Cold War 
ended. Since 2010 it’s been moving closer to midnight, partly because climate change was being 
factored into the setting. This year, the board that oversees the clock found the world security 
situation to be more dangerous than last year. They cited “North Korea’s nuclear program; 
discord between Russia and the United States; tensions in the South China Sea; the buildup of 
the nuclear arsenals of Pakistan and India; and uncertainty over the Iran nuclear deal”; as well as 
failure to sustain reductions in greenhouse gases; the dangers posed to democracies by 
technology disruption; and finally, the harsh rhetoric of President Trump and the backing away 
of the United States from its “longstanding leadership role in the world” [Sewell Chan, 
“Doomsday Clock is Set at 2 Minutes to Midnight …,” The New York Times, 1/25/18].  

I believe that affirming our connection to the Earth and celebrating the Earth—and it’s 
turning, through holy days like Groundhog Day—is crucial to saving the Earth.  It is the Earth 
that sustains us and that gives us everything we cherish and everything we need. And the clearer 
we are about that, the better we will understand how to take care of it.  Six more weeks of 
winter?  Groundhog Day reminds us that this is the time when it could be winter again or it could 
be spring, but that spring for real is almost here, that it won’t be long now; and that the earth 
does and will provide; and that we must take care of her. 

May it be so, and Amen.
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