
 

 

Peter writes: 
 
As each passing day draws us nearer to Advent, one can’t 
help wondering what kind of Christmas this will be. 
“Different” is a word that comes to mind.  
Visiting with family may not be possible. Traditional 
festivities which we might have attended may be cancelled 
or beamed up into the cloud. Parades? Not happening. 
Meeting friends at a big church supper? Not happening. 
Different.  
 
When our expectations are dismantled by the arrival of an 
unwanted reality, the scene is being set for disappointment 
and unhappiness. That makes this an opportunity to 
investigate whether a rogue happiness might find its way 
into the disappointments of the coming season. 
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In contemporary culture the word happiness has suffered much erosion, often signifying not much 
more than fun or satisfaction. But to be happy is a spiritual state of being. That state of being is 
perhaps best conveyed by the word that Jesus used: blessed. Jesus came to the conclusion that many 
people, the poor and the grieving among them, are blessed. Apparently, happiness or blessedness is 
not a servant of one’s circumstances. In this most different of Advent seasons one might be led to 
wonder: Might I be blessed? Am I capable of happiness? 
I think my brother Tom is capable. Tom is an electrician in Yellowknife. In his significant life 
experience, he has been struck twice by lightning and had a brain tumour removed. Tom is an artist 
and a writer and a woodsman. He has investigated this thing we are calling happiness or 
blessedness. Let me give an account of his investigation. 
 
When he was in 9th grade Tom was required to write an essay under the title, “What is Happiness?” 
He struggled mightily with the topic and was unable to come up with an answer. The assignment 
was never finished, and Tom was marked accordingly. But he kept working on it - for 40 years! 
Finally, he was able to write his essay. Four decades of distillation had brought it to one sentence:  
“Happiness is the unintended byproduct of doing the right thing.” 
For Tom happiness is not something that can be possessed. It cannot even be planned, purchased, 
expected, or calculated. Nor is happiness determined by the quality of one’s circumstances. Rather 
it is connected to what one chooses to do. It arrives, though unintended, when one does what is 
right, what is true - even if no one sees, even if no one ever knows, and especially if benefit to 
oneself is not part of the calculation. 
 
Happiness cannot be possessed but with care it can be prepared for. One way to prepare a path for 
happiness is through gratitude. Gratitude and happiness must belong together because it is difficult 
to be grateful and unhappy at the same time. We can’t grasp happiness, but we can get hold of 
gratitude. 
 
I know a woman who, one year as Lent approached, decided to write a note of gratitude every day 
for 40 days. She would write to the crossing guard, the swimming coach, the city councilor, the 
dentist, her favourite cashier at the grocery store, her mother, the mail carrier, the bus driver…she 
made a whole list of people to whom she would write her gratitude. Later she said that this practice 
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Ellen writes: 
 
It was early evening when I pulled into the 
parking lot of one of the many small churches 
of Charlotte County. In the early 1900s, pretty 
well every ridge had a church – not just any 
church but a church with a rich history. I would 
sit and listen to their stories: 
 
-  My ancestors came over from Scotland along 
with many others and helped build this church. 
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of gratitude had transformed her life. She felt like a different person. She found herself living in a 
different world. She had been induced by gratitude into a state of blessedness.  
 
Things will be different for all of us this Christmas. As we prepare the worship services for Advent, 
Ellen and I are aware that we don’t have answers or remedies, but we promise two things: 
 
1. We will listen and do our best to understand your experience as you make your way through an 

unprecedented season. 
2. We will keep close to the ancient and ever-new story of a spirit and an angel and a birth that leads 

us on through these days. 
 
Oh, and we’ll also be singing all kinds of Christmas carols. 

- My great-grandparents were farmers and 
every Sunday they would hook up the team and 
come over the ridge for church. They would 
come early so they could light a fire in the pot 
belly wood stove in preparation for the service. 
 
- An artist, who moved in next door to the 
church, volunteered his time to paint the 
interior of the church. 
 
I listened with great interest to the stories of the 
church, of the people and of their faith. One 
evening, a Presbytery Committee I was serving 
on met outside one of these small rural churches 
to hear their story. No one came. The following 
day a member of that congregation saw me and 
said, “No one came last evening. We waited and 
waited. We had made sandwiches, had the tea 
pot on but no one came.”  Confused, I 
apologized and assured her that we had arrived 
but couldn’t get in the church. “The church,” 
she said, “we never meet at the church. 
Everyone knows we go to Margaret’s.” 
 
Rich histories, willing hands, strong faith-filled 
people in churches of all sizes spread across the 
country is what formed the United Church of 
Canada in 1925. 



 

 

 
The 21st century has brought us into a whole new 
way of being church. This past week, we received 
an email from a local technology company 
executing a project funded by the Canada Council 
for the Arts to support NB’s music sector. They 
are working with researchers at UNB to better 

manage Covid-19 risks in music venues. Fredericton has some of the most relevant researchers in 
Canada to tackle this problem. Zach Atkinson, who is very familiar with our sanctuary and its 
incredible acoustics, suggested that Wilmot is the ideal music venue for analysis in Fredericton. 
 
So, on Monday, a technical staff came to scan the sanctuary. This will enable them to create detailed 
3D digital models of the building that UNB researchers can then analyze. The results will be shared 
with us since the UNB researcher’s work is focused squarely on the public good. 
 
Exciting!  I wonder what the gentleman who arrived at his small country church to build a fire in their 
pot belly stove would think.  
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Details you may not have noticed 



 

 

Peter Short and Ellen Beairsto share an interim ministry at     
Wilmot United Church as the congregation prepares to call a 

new ministry team.  

First in-person meeting of the Sunday School (at Odell Park)  

Four of the children feeding crushed up 'goldfish' to the goldfish. 


