Words of Welcome 
[A brief explanation about the service may be offered at this point.]
“Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest. 29 Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. 30 For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.”  Matthew 11:28-29
Call to Worship


PSALM 13, JOHN 1:1, 3, 5
How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever? 
How long will you hide your face from me? 
How long must I wrestle with my thoughts and every day have sorrow in my heart? 
How long will my enemy triumph over me? 
Look on me and answer, O Lord my God. 
Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep in death; 
my enemy will say, “I have overcome him,” 
and my foes will rejoice when I fall. 
But I trust in your unfailing love; 
my heart rejoices in your salvation. 
I will sing to the Lord, 
for he has been good to me. 
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.
All things were made by God, and without God nothing came to be.
What came to be through God was life, and this life was the light of the world.
The Light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.
Hymn “Come, Thou Long-Expected Jesus”

Opening Prayer 
God of love and understanding, 


we gather here this evening to confront our pain 



in the midst of the world’s celebration, 


but also the world's pain. 

Help us know that you are present with us 


in all of our moods 


and feelings 


and seasons. 

Help us to know that our pain, 


our trauma, 


our loss 



is felt and known by you as well.  

But don't allow us to stay there longer than necessary.  


When we have built up the intended perseverance from suffering, 



grant us a taste of the hope, 



peace, joy, and love 


that you promise to all of your people 



through the gift of your son Jesus. AMEN. 
Silence
Scripture Readings


JEREMIAH 23:16-22
16 This is what the Lord Almighty says: 

“Do not listen to what the prophets are prophesying to you; 

they fill you with false hopes. 

They speak visions from their own minds, 

not from the mouth of the Lord. 
17
They keep saying to those who despise me, 

‘The Lord says: You will have peace.’ 

And to all who follow the stubbornness of their hearts 

they say, ‘No harm will come to you.’ 
18
But which of them has stood in the council of the Lord 

to see or to hear his word? 

Who has listened and heard his word? 
19
See, the storm of the Lord 

will burst out in wrath, 

a whirlwind swirling down 

on the heads of the wicked. 
20
The anger of the Lord will not turn back 

until he fully accomplishes 

the purposes of his heart. 

In days to come 

you will understand it clearly. 
21
I did not send these prophets, 

yet they have run with their message; 

I did not speak to them, 

yet they have prophesied. 
22
But if they had stood in my council, 

they would have proclaimed my words to my people 

and would have turned them from their evil ways 

and from their evil deeds. 

Last year for this service, 


I looked at Zechariah's song after John was born.  

I can honestly say,


it was a gut punch to read where we were holding out hope as a society. 

I wrote, 


“It is COVID-19 that is oppressing us.  


It is the year 2020 that needs to go away. 



Once the vaccine is here, 



once January 1 is here, 



once a newly elected government is in place, 



once cruise ships are in port, 



or what ever other idol we have put into God's place comes, 




all will be well and return to normal.”  

We all have experienced the majority of 2021, 


watched the vaccine divide us further, 


eventually the government changed 



but with bigger issues than normal, 


cruise ships eventually came 



but as a taste 



rather than full meal, 


and other idols took their places in our lives.
Now thankfully, 


I was speaking about where man hung his hopes

 
and did not hang the hope of the evening there for the people of God.  

The hope was on the salvation that Jesus brought 


through the forgiveness of our sins.  



Jesus would save us from exterior forces at work in the world



and the interior force of our own sin.  

As a full year has passed since I proclaimed those words, 


the insidious force of false hopes came into view clearly.  

Jeremiah shares what the Lord declares, 


“Do not listen to what the prophets are prophesying to you; 



they fill you with false hopes. 



They speak visions from their own minds, 



not from the mouth of the Lord.”  
Now Jeremiah was speaking during a time 


when “prophet” was a job title for many, 


rather than a calling from God.  

They had become the King's 


or Religious Power's press secretary.  

Taking the message of the day 


and making it God's word.  

That temptation has become more tangible for me during the pandemic.  


Taking the slice of reality I hold true 


and wanting to make that the gospel.  

I personally had high hopes for the vaccine.  


That it would be shared freely 



to help the world recover.  


A year later, 



my 5 year old is vaccinated 



and I am anxiously waiting for my 2 year old to be.  

Meanwhile, 


only 1 in 4 medical providers on the front line in Africa 



are vaccinated due to lack of vaccines.  

Turning the calendar 


led us in short order to January 6 


and a rude awakening to where our democracy was.
If this past year did not make it clear that we could not save ourselves, 


that we need a savior, 



I do not know what will.  

We are always on the lookout for a savior that we can control,


be in power over.  

The prophets that Jeremiah warns us about 


were those who cited national powers 


or governmental leaders 



as the route of our salvation.  

In Jeremiah's time, 


it was the alliance with Egypt 



that was going to keep the Babylonians in check. 

Jeremiah, 


who was spending time in the Lord's presence, 



had a starkly different message.  

A message that led to him being found him in a well 


when the Babylonians overran Jerusalem.  
Jeremiah had preached hardship, 


conquering by the Babylonians, 


destruction of the temple, 


and doom for the people 


and certain nations.  



All of which came true.  

It came true, 


because God was trying to call his people back to himself. 

This was the process that 


at this point needed to happen, 



because God's people had not listened fully to the previous prophets 



nor the kings 




that spoke of the need to repent from idol worship.
We are here tonight, 


looking for real answers as well. 

The loss that led you here tonight, 


you have heard all kinds of words from people



that were not helpful.  

I know as a religious leader, 


I have spoken words trying to comfort 



that were not what people needed to hear.  

I did not always listen to those mourning well 


or let the Lord to guide my words or actions.  

We want to say and hear 


“'Peace, peace,' 



when there is no peace.”  

It fulfills an idol within us 


that promises that everything will work out in its time.  

But like any idol, 


it does not do what the Lord Almighty can do.  


It leaves us feeling hollow, 



more empty than we did before.  




Making our pain feel like we did something wrong, 





because the loss is still there, 





the pain is still present, 





the hole is still there.  



We are doing all we can to move past it, 




but we can't get around it.  


A major part of our life is gone 



and we are having to figure out how to live in a whole new way.  
For those wanting to live into that new way, 


if you are mourning, 



you are taking the first step.  

It does not end the way the false prophets proclaim.  


It follows the way of Jesus.  

While it does lead to the resurrection experience 


of new life eventually, 



that was at the end of the journey.  

Before that, 


there was exile shortly after birth, 


trials in the desert, 


people deserting Jesus, 


questions about who he really was, 


betrayal with a kiss, 


torture, 


and finally crucifixion.  

That is a lot of pain, 


heart break, 


and death.  

But it came 


because there was so much love.  

That is why you are feeling the burdens that you do this night.  


Because you loved deeply and fully.  



It hurts, 




I know.  

But as Jeremiah found, 


living in the way of truth and love 



led to a life that was worth living.  


He lived into the fullness that God intends for us.  


He was able to bring hope, 



because he sat in the counsel of God, 




who knew the extent that evil and death could function, 




and was willing to do more 





so that we could be free of them.  

So I invite you into the presence of the Triune God, 


to rest in their presence, 


and hear God's words to you.
Candlelighting
The First Candle, Loss of Life (Jan) 
· ○  We mourn this night the loss of life. ​[light the first candle] ​For so many, the pandemic has taken loved ones. We mourn the loss of those close to us and those whose names we do not know. We mourn those who lost their lives while working to save other lives. We mourn those who died, not just of the pandemic, but of other causes. And we mourn the loss, in many cases, of our ability to be with them as they passed, our loss of gathering together for comfort in the ways we needed so much. Let’s pray together 
· ○  Silent Prayer  30-60 seconds
· ○  Unison Prayer: God of grace, we know that nothing in this life, not even 

death, can separate us from your love in Jesus Christ. We mourn the loss of life, trusting in your promise that those who mourn will be comforted. We ask your blessing upon us, and upon all who carry the heavy burdens of grief and loss. In Jesus’ name we pray, AMEN. 
· ○  O Come O come Emmanuel (first stanza) 
● The Second Candle, Loss of Livelihoods (Jo/James) 
· ○  We light our second candle for the loss of livelihoods. ​[light the second candle] F​or so many, the pandemic and shortened cruise ship season have taken the security of food, shelter, care for families, and medical care. We mourn the loss of businesses that could not withstand the circumstances. These were not just businesses, but dreams born of passion and hard work. We mourn those who find themselves needing to rely on others for help when what they really want to do is to be able to help others. Let’s pray. 
· ○  Silent Prayer  30-60 Seconds
· ○  Unison Prayer: Heavenly Father, we turn our hearts to you, for in your light we see light. We pray for all who are facing the loss of livelihood; we honor and remember dreams now deferred. We pray for perseverance and for strength, in the powerful name of Jesus Christ. AMEN. 
· ○  O Come O Come Emmanuel (2nd verse) 
● The Third Candle, Loss of Love (Shirley) 
· ○  We light our third candle for the loss of love. (light the third candle) As we survey the landscape of our world, our nation, we witness injustice, division, violence, and hatred. Things are not the way they should be. And so, we mourn the loss of love. We mourn those who have lost their lives to senseless acts of violence. We mourn our loss of the ability to love one another despite our differences. Even so, we mourn the brokenness in our own lives and relationships, and we turn to Jesus, our Rock and our Redeemer. Let’s pray. 
· ○  Silent Prayer 30-60 seconds
· ○  Unison Prayer: Holy God, we are burdened by much of what we see and experience in this world. Our world is bent under the weight of sin and evil, and we wish so badly that all of it would disappear. Increase in us the gifts of compassion and faith, so that we might do what you require of us: do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly with you. AMEN. 
· ○  O Come O come Emmanuel (3rd verse) 
● The Fourth Candle, Loss of Locality (John) 
· ○ We light our fourth candle for the loss of locality. We mourn this night the loss of community. ​[light the fourth candle] F​or so many, this year has robbed us of events, our neighbors, our traditions.  Friends have left town, plans changed or curbed due to an outbreak, major institutions have new leadership within town.  What was in place in October of 2019 will look drastically different in May of 2022.  Let us pray for our community amidst the changes, and hold firm to the one who remains the same yesterday, today, and forever.
· ○  Silent Prayer  30-60 seconds
· ○  Unison Prayer: Lord, you promise to give strength to the weary and increase the power of the weak. Look upon us now, and grant to us strength for today and hope for tomorrow. This Christmas, allow the bright light of Jesus to dispel the darkness in our lives. Let us always remember that you are Emmanuel, you are God with us. AMEN. 
· ○  O Come O Come Emmanuel (4th verse) 
● The Fifth Candle, The Hope Candle (Ryan) 
· ○  The fifth and final candle we light is the candle of hope. As we will do on Christmas Eve, we light this candle as a sign of our belief that light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not and will never overcome it. Long ago, the prophet Isaiah spoke a word over God’s people, declaring that “the people walking in darkness have seen a great light.”  We are people walking in darkness, but we have seen a great light...Jesus is with us, and for that reason there is hope. There is always hope. (light hope candle) 
· ○  Silent prayer 
· ○  Unison Prayer: Jesus, you are the light of the world, the light the world tried to overcome.  It appeared as if the world did overcome you, for at least three days.  Remind us that sin, death, the grave do not have the final say, when the world make it appear that they do.  Remind us that you came to the earth as a baby to rescue us, and you completed that task 30 some years later on that first Easter morn.  What looked like a easy challenge to evil, ended up being the undoing of evil.  Help us to live in your hope, despite what we are experiencing at this time.
Ryan: You are invited to come forward one at a time,  to light one of the votive candles which represents your burdens, griefs, sorrows, all those things that make Christmas a “blue” time for you. You may speak the name or the event if you wish to do so. When you have lit your candle or candles you may return to your seat, 

When all the people have had the opportunity to light candles, the leader continues...

Reader: Let us pray. 
Comforting God, wrap us in your presence in this year of continued instability.  With these candles, help us find your light, a light that will guide us day by day, step by step, as we try to live life fully and wholly in the midst of the trials that are before us. We cherish the special ways in which we have been supported by our loved ones and community this past year. We thank you for the gift our communities have been to us. Now comfort us, encourage us, empower us. Remind us of your salvation from our sins, as your son taught us to pray... Our Father.... 
Hymn “Silent Night”
Offering of Light 
We entered this time of worship holding empty blue jars.  They were empty, because what once filled them is gone.  The emptiness and hollowness of the jars represented our lives in some areas.  Things that once filled them are no more.

In the midst of this time, we have placed the light of the Christ Candle within our hollow blue jars.  In doing so, we have transformed the jars, as the light of Christ has filled the emptiness and allowed the beauty of the jar itself to shine in the darkness.  The jars are still blue, but it is a different hue of blue.  The light has reminded us that with out the love of Christ, we would not care if people have left or things have changed.  Without the purpose of God, nothing would matter to us.  So we look at our blueness and see within the engraving the scars that have formed and made us into the people we are.  The wounds that are healing, the restoration that is happening, and the transformation that God is doing to keep the light of Christ burning brightly in the midst of our lives.


Let us pray together.
All: Gentle God of love, help us reach out together for the light of faith, for renewal and recovery and a new day coming. Grant that hope may come to rest in our hearts, and let it go forth with us into the darkness, this night and in the nights to come, until we see the dawn.
Blessing
Leader: Go in peace, knowing that the God whose love created this world, sent Jesus into the same world to be our friend, companion, and Savior. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has never put it out!

