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
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.
In the midst of festivities, shouts, and bright lights, we feel the darkness of our souls. Come, God of power and Light, help us. 
In the midst of gatherings, we feel alone and alienated. 
Come, God of peace and Hope, hear our cries. 
In the midst of celebration, our hearts cry out. 
Lord, hear us and come to us. Bring us peace. 
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. 
Scripture Readings

The Psalms remind us that we are not the first nor the last to feel the weight of plans going differently than we expected. Of time in crisis lasting without an end in sight and building upon itself.  They also remind us that God is faithful and will help us walk through the trials.  Let us read together these words from Psalm 13.
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. 
One of the great disservices we do to ourselves during the Christmas season 


is to propagate the myth 



of how beautiful and serene the night of Jesus' birth was.  

In telling this myth, 


we feel the need to have something similar in our worship services 


and households.  



A time of deep reflection, 



of enjoying the beauty of the season, 



of having the best Christmas ever.  




If all the packages were perfectly wrapped, 




the pie baked just right, 




the children excited for the right amount of time 





and then falling asleep on command.  




Or just the right people gathered around the tree and table, 




every gift bringing a tear 





or heartfelt laugh, 



then Christmas is how it is supposed to be.




Thank you Norman Rockwell!  

We have done Christmas well 


and we can rest 



until the rush toward perfection starts again next Black Friday or before.

Our hymns seem to promote this idea.  


None more than Silent Night.  



“All is calm, 




all is bright.” sounds so perfect.  

But we need to remember how that virgin mother and child came to be.  


None of the process was calm or peaceful.  


God stirred up chaos with every step.  

A virgin was pregnant.  

The fiance was not in on the plan from the beginning 


and almost left Mary.  

She spent time with her aunt and uncle 


to help with their birth process.  
A census is declared 


and the whole country is now traveling 


and trying to meet the requirements.  

Lodging is hard to find 


and finally a stall is secured 


and the labor process happens.  

Odds are that all is calm and quiet at some point, 


because everyone is exhausted 



from the screaming and moaning 




that has been happening for the last hours of labor.  


It is easy to snuggle up and fall asleep 



when you have just done the hardest thing ever 




of your 16 years of life.

The second verse is just as deceptive. 

 The first line says “Silent night.”  


But then the shepherds are quaking at what they see, 


glories are streaming from heaven, 


and heavenly hosts are singing praise God! 



 There is no pianissimo in their Hallelujah chorus.  

God has been building to this moment since the garden 


and every angel is there to celebrate.  

I was part of a marching band in high school.  


The thrill came 



when all 200 of us turned towards the stands, 



stopped moving, 



and blew those horns for all they were worth.  




When that happened, 





you felt the sound 





and were not the same.  




There is no silence in that, 





unless you count not being able to hear anything afterwards 






because your ears are ringing.

Knowing the screaming, 


yelling, 


and the pain that was experienced that night.  

Knowing the shock and awe 


and fear that was felt that night.  

Knowing the chaos, 


turmoil, 


and maddness that followed 



as shepherds randomly show up to your birth stable 



and then later pagan wisemen from another country, 




followed by a command to flee to Egypt 





and all of Jesus' peers are slaughtered.  

I want to free you from that perfect Christmas myth


and the need to achieve it.  

Pain was present in that stable, 


because of a mothers love for her child.  

Love hurts.  


It always has.  

Love also heals, 


it always has.  

Uncertainty was present in that stable, 


as shepherds speak of heaven opening 


and God's messengers singing the Good News of Great Joy.  

The shepherds head out, 


but Mary pondered all of these things in her heart.  



She did not know how this was going to all work out, 



how Jesus was going to become King or Savior.  


But she did not have to know.  


She needed to just trust that God was going to walk with her 



just as God had been with her through the pregnancy.

So my encouragement to you this night, 


is to give yourself space for whatever you are feeling and experiencing.  

Pain, 



joy, 


anger, 



loneliness, 


peace, 



confusion, 


disappointment, 


or numbness.  

There is no right way to feel during this season 


or any season.  

Then remember how joy is expressed in the bible. 


It is not dependent upon our feelings, 



but upon what God has done.  

So you can have pure chaos around you, 


you can just given birth to a baby, 



but have joy, 




because you don't have to fix the world.  

When Mary gave birth to Jesus, 


God came to earth as our Savior.  



Experiencing our pain, 



our struggles, 



our hurts, 



our betrayals.  

He came so that these experiences would not have the last say over our life 


or our death.  

God used the death of his Son 


to transform the world.  

He can do the same in your life 


and the places where death and brokenness exist as well.  

So give him time to do his work of restoration and healing.
Candle Lighting
The First Candle, Loss of Life (Jan) 
· ○  We mourn this night the loss of life. ​[light the first BLUE candle] ​We mourn the loss of those close to us and those whose names we do not know.  Family Matriachs have passed this year.  Grandmas, and Grandpas, Mom's and Dads, sons and daughters.  Some at the end of a long life and others without warning.  The loss of life is just that, an element of our daily life is gone.  Whether that was this past year, or in years or decades past, the loss still occupies our life. Let’s acknowledge this pain and loss together before God. 
· ○  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  
· ○  We light our second candle for the loss of livelihoods. ​[light the second BLUE candle] F​or so many, the rock slides, policies, inflation, and reduced capacity 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 
· ○  We light our third candle for the loss of love. (light the third BLUE 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 in a community so small. 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 mourn this night the loss of community. ​[light the fourth BLUE candle] F​or so many, this year was different. Friends left town, groups have different faces, and the way things were is no more. May of 2023 feels uncertain of what it will be in just five months.  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 too much to fast.  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.... 
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.


So as we gather in this season to remember how a couple expecting a child under unheard of circumstances traveled through a barren land to a little hill town, took shelter in a stable among the animals and gave birth to a light that would change the world, 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!

