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, because you are with us.  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. 

1st Candle 
Shame:  We light the first candle acknowledging shame.  (Light first candle) Things that didn't go right, plans that fell apart, aspirations that never took flight, dreams that became nightmares.  These all have created a feeling of shame in our lives.  God, we had plans of how good life was going to be, now look at it.  You did not follow our directions.  Life did not go as planned.  

We hear whispers that people say.  Despite our efforts to put a good face forward, people see through the cracks.  They see what we are hiding behind the fence and it draws to shut ourselves down even further.  We did so many good things, why do they remember only the mistake?  We made the tough decision before the new piece of information was known, why are we ridiculed?

Silent Prayer 

Unison Prayer: Honorable God, we acknowledge that the way your Kingdom comes brought shame on the wise.  That your values are not the values of the world.  Help us to see how much more open people in shame were to Jesus than people in honor.  Help us to see you in the midst of our shame.

2nd Candle 

Fear: We light this candle to bring our fear into the light.  Having our shame on display is one thing.  The fear that it might be discovered and displayed is another.  So we hide, we walk on eggshells, we twist the truth, and build a false reality all in response to fear.  All hoping that someone won't discover the creation we are.  We are left to hide in the shadows so that no one can see us, or have to shine so brightly that no one can look straight at us.  The option to just “be” does not seem to exist.  What might be tomorrow by itself, can be an initiator of fear.

Silent Prayer 

Unison Prayer:  God who is the Light of the World, from our fear and sins release us.  Let us find our rest in thee.  Help us to see how other lights have distorted what we are.  Help us to remember we are your creation.  Your creation that you didn't just call good.  But very good.
3rd Candle

Death:  We light this third candle acknowledging that death brings life and life brings death.  We are not as ready as we should be to let those who brought us life meet death.  We desire more life with them.  We don't want to have to wait for the second life, despite all the promises that it is so much more that what we have experienced this first time.  What we had was good, very good.  Why didn't you make it perfect the first time?  Why have our friends, spouses, parents, children, siblings, partners, and coworkers had to die and leave us?  Why them and not us?  Why does the end of things have to come?

Silent Prayer 

Unison Prayer:  You are the Resurrection and the Life, whomever believes in you shall not perish, but will have eternal life.  But God you know how much we hate death.  You did not intend it for your Kingdom.  It was not part of the Garden of Eden, nor is it a part of your Kingdom when it comes in all its fullness.  Jesus wept at Lazarus' tomb.  On the cross of crucifixion was the only time Jesus felt you left him, asking, “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?!!  So hold us close as we still try and process those that have left our side.  Give us courage and grace, as our day nears as well.

4th Candle

Loneliness:  For a creation that it was not good for it to be alone, we sure have created a world with the opposite.  We connect with someone and they die.  We have plans to be well known but it goes South and soon shame has us hiding our plans.  We avoid letting people know us, because we fear they won't like what they find.  This leaves us lonely instead of connected.  Unknown instead of known.  Unable to safely share with the world who we are.  Choosing instead to build walls instead of bridges.  Putting on masks for feelings, instead of expressing what we are really feeling.  In the process, drying up our soul and who you created us to be in the process.

Silent Prayer:

Unison Prayer:  Triune God, all signs point to the reality we should not be lonely.  You exist as 3 people as one God.  We are made in your image.  You tested one person by yourself and saw that we should not be alone.  Help us to overcome the shame, fear, and death that lead to loneliness.  Help us to move towards community and being fully known that lead to life.  We are here, because we have experienced the loneliness of life and want something better.  Help us to move towards it.
We light the Christ Candle, 


because we are not alone, 


but Jesus is here within our midst.  

Not alone, 


but invited into the dance of the Triune God.  

We remember this, 


because we know the presence of loneliness 



is alive and well in our world.  

As a church, 


we spent this Fall working through the Biblical need for community



accompanied by a  study called, “Made for People.”  

The reason we did this study, 


is because new research now shows preventable deaths, 



as one the leading 



and quickly rising causes of death in the United States.  


Preventable deaths include things like suicides, 



drug overdoses, 



alchoholism, 



and other preventable diseases of self-inflicted unhealth.  

All of these pieces are but symptoms of a greater health issue.  


That would be loneliness.  

Some nights, 


I would work harder to sell the idea that loneliness is a health concern. 


 I don't have to work as hard tonight, 



because most of us are here tonight 




because we are missing people that are not part of our lives anymore.  


Some on the most permanent level of death, 


some on the reality that a falling out 



or change in living situation has brought about a change in life.  

No matter how it came to be, 


we miss what we once had 


but seemingly don't have anymore.

What we may not realize, 


is how big a problem our loneliness is for our health and welfare.  

Studies are finding that the level of loneliness we have today in society


does damage  on par to smoking 15 cigarettes a day.  

We are far enough along in life 


to be aware of the scars, 


cancers, 


and death that cigarettes have unleashed upon those we love.  

We should be aware that our loneliness does the same thing 


and it is free.  

All of this research was pre-pandemic.  

This means our post pandemic lifestyles 


have extra isolation and loneliness built into them.  



We are up to a full pack at minimum.

We have explored tonight 


the pieces that builds this loneliness: 



shame, 



fear, 



and death.  

The biggest reason why they are all so dangerous to us however, 


is because they are the opposite of what we were created to be.  

Adam was created by himself at first.  


A trial run happened 


and God quickly said, 



“It is not good for man to be alone.”  

Those of you here tonight 


mourning the loss of a spouse, 


know how not good it is to be alone.  

God's observation wasn't just limited to spouses.  


God's observation was that someone made in his image, 



should have other people to interact with.  


Just as we do not worship a duothiestic or monotheistic God, 



but the Trinity: F




ather, Son and Holy Spirit.  

God does not exist alone.  

Why would he create a human being that existed alone.  

We are created for community, 


for friendship, 


for families.  

We were not created to be alone. 


 But we are, 



way too often.

Ecclesiastes 4:12 


reminds us that a rope of 3 strands



 is not quickly broken.  

A point made 


so that one understands that so much of life is better, 


stronger, 


more fulfilling 



when lived in the company of others.  

We can recall those moments where life was good with people.  


The distant memories still linger, 



sometimes taunting us of how much better things used to be.  


But we consider them by gone times.  



And we could be right.  

The sin and brokenness of this world seems to be growing ever greater.  


The pieces I was reaching for to fill the holes in my life 



have not all sustained me like I thought they would.  

If we would have continued on from that first break in relationship with God until now 


on our own, 



the power of darkness would win, 



would probably have already won by now.

We would have no hope this night, 


except.  

Except from the very beginning, 


as God made us in God's image, 


in God's likenesss, 



God knew it was not good for us to be alone.  

So the Gospel of Matthew tells Joseph and us 


that Mary was pregnant with a child from the Holy Spirit.  


That child would be called Jesus, 



because he would save us from our sins. 


 Matthew goes further 



and says this fulfills what Isaiah said, 




“that a virgin will give birth a




nd the child will be called Immanuel.  


A name meaning,



 “God is with us.”  

Do you hear that?  


We are not alone.  


We are never alone.  



God is with us.  

The creator of the universe 


knows it is not good for just one human to exist. 

God also knows 


it is not good for humanity to exist without him.  

So in the fulness of time, 


God himself came 



and dwelt among us.  

The world and evil 


thought they could overpower this one light shining in the darkness.  

After all, 


he came as a baby, 


he could be killed and removed. 

 However, 


no matter how hard it tried, 



the darkness could never extinguish the light.  

So we will leave here, 


knowing that darkness has done everything it could to us this year.  

We have the wounds and scars, 


the empty spot at the table 


or next to us when we sleep.  

But the darkness has not overcome us.  


It has hurt us, 


scared us, 


shamed us,


 tried to isolate us.  

But it has not 

nor will it ever win, 


because Jesus has come.  

God is with us.  


Hope has come.  


We are never alone.  

For God is here with us, 


in our midst.

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 so we do not forget you are near.  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, grow us, and but our roots deeper into the community have created for each one of us. Remind us of your salvation from shame, fear, death, and loneliness.  Hear us as your son taught us to pray together... 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 and community.


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!  It burns within even you!

