FROM THE PASTOR: January 10, 2010


Unbelievably, the much anticipated holidays have come and gone.  As I write this during the Octave of Epiphany, I am aware that most stores have already banished all their “Holiday” decorations to make room for Valentine cards and candies.  Around the parish, it seems oddly quiet after the flurry of liturgies, homilies, and social events.  And for me, at least, the reality of the long winter ahead sets in.  (It doesn’t take much imagination, given the frigid arctic air mass which has joined us for the next week or two, coupled with frequent high winds!)

For some, winter’s cold and darkness are cause for gloom – or at least, for black humor.  For instance, contemporary American poet, Amy Gerstler, writes: “... People hit the sauce in a big way all winter. Amidst blizzards they wrestle unsuccessfully with the dark comedy of their lives, laughter trapped in their frigid gizzards. Meanwhile, the mercury just plummets, like a migrating duck blasted out of the sky by some hunter in a cap with fur earflaps.”

Others, however, see winter as possessed of its own spare kind of beauty.  Robert Frost famously stopped “between the woods and frozen lake the darkest evening of the year” and pronounced the woods “lovely, dark, and deep.”  In a poem called “January,” John Updike contrasts the stark beauty of outdoors with the cozy allure of the indoors: “The days are short, The sun a spark Hung thin between The dark and dark.  Fat snowy footsteps Track the floor, And parkas pile up Near the door.  The river is A frozen place Held still beneath The trees’ black lace.  The sky is low, The wind is gray, The radiator Purrs all day.”

Of course, from a certain viewpoint, winter is a necessary time of rest and renewal.  For bears and other animals, it is a time of hibernation.  For trees, plants, and for the earth itself, it is a time of rest.  Rosalie Muller Wright, a sometime editor of Sunset magazine, reflects: “January is the quietest month in the garden....  But just because it looks quiet doesn't mean that nothing 
is happening.  The soil, open to the sky, absorbs the pure rainfall while microorganisms convert tilled-under fodder into usable nutrients for the next crop of plants.  The feasting earthworms tunnel along, aerating the soil and preparing it to welcome the seeds and bare roots to come.”


Christians should recognize in the cycle of seasons a variation of the basic paschal pattern – living things die, both literally and figuratively, before rising again.  For people like ourselves, winter can offer an invitation to quiet reflection and interior renewal.  “There is a privacy about [winter] which no other season gives you ..... In spring, summer and fall people sort of have an open season on each other; only in the winter…can you have longer, quiet stretches when you can savor belonging to yourself” (Ruth Stout).  The French existentialist, Jean-Paul Sartre, reflected that “to read a poem in January is as lovely as to go for a walk in June.”  (You will note that your loving pastor is trying to tantalize you with some poetry right here in this column!)

But January can also lend itself to fireside conversations with others, and with God.  Human warmth goes a long way toward countering the outdoor chill; and the fire of grace can warm the heart at any season.  So consider spending an hour in quiet conversation with a good friend over a steaming mug of cocoa.  Or curl up in a comfortable chair by the radiator with a spiritual book.  I will give the final word to the English Renaissance poet, Thomas Campion.  “Now winter nights enlarge This number of their hours; And clouds their storms discharge Upon the airy towers.  Let now the chimneys blaze And cups o'erflow with wine, Let well-tuned words amaze With harmony divine...  The summer hath his joys, And winter his delights; Though love and all his pleasures are but toys They shorten tedious nights.”
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