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. 

Luke 1:67-80
67 His father Zechariah was filled with the Holy Spirit and prophesied: 
68
“Praise be to the Lord, the God of Israel, 

because he has come and has redeemed his people. 
69
He has raised up a horn

of salvation for us 

in the house of his servant David 
70
(as he said through his holy prophets of long ago), 
71
salvation from our enemies 

and from the hand of all who hate us— 
72
to show mercy to our fathers 

and to remember his holy covenant, 
73
the oath he swore to our father Abraham: 
74
to rescue us from the hand of our enemies, 

and to enable us to serve him without fear 
75
in holiness and righteousness before him all our days. 
76
And you, my child, will be called a prophet of the Most High; 

for you will go on before the Lord to prepare the way for him, 
77
to give his people the knowledge of salvation 

through the forgiveness of their sins, 
78
because of the tender mercy of our God, 

by which the rising sun will come to us from heaven 
79
to shine on those living in darkness 

and in the shadow of death, 

to guide our feet into the path of peace.” 

We hear this song from Zechariah 


after John has been born, 


when Zechariah and Elizabeth were well past the standard childbearing years.  They had been trying for a child for possibly 50 years, 


or the length of this past April, 



with no success.  

But on this day, 


after 9 months of silence, 


Zechariah breaks out into song with his thoughts of the last 9 months.
Zechariah starts off 


where most of us would want to start, 


and are hoping to start on January 1.  

He starts with the outside oppressor


 that has complicated his life.  

He is hoping that this Messiah that his son will announce, 


will throw down the nation of Rome 



and allow Israel to establish itself in all its glory again.  

God will redeem his people.  

God is raising up a horn in the line of David 


who will bring salvation for us.  

We find ourselves preferring to live in the first half of Zechariah's song. 


 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.
But 9 months of silence and watching the world, 


having time to examine himself 



does not allow Zechariah to end there.  

He continues into a second verse.  


He addresses the greater issue that the Messiah needs to deal with 



if things are going to be set right.  

Zechariah tells John 


that he will “give his people the knowledge of salvation 



through the forgiveness of their sins.”  

This two pronged salvation effort is key to any lasting peace and hope.  


Yes, outside forces have taken their toll on us.  


But if we are not addressing our sin,



 if we do not know that our sin is forgiven 



and it has no hold on us anymore, 




than how can we ever really be free?  

It does not ultimately matter what others do, 


it is whether you have the knowledge that your sins are forgiven 



that will lead to the life we all hope for.
The darkness of this world is not limited to what others do.  


It is by and large 



part of how we view the ourselves 



and our corporate and individual sin.  




Those things we have done 




and those things we have left undone.  

But no matter what that list looks like, 


the child who brings salvation, 


forgiveness of those sins 



has come.  

He has come as our Lord 


in Jesus of Nazareth.  

He has shown us the path of peace 


in ascending Golgotha with a cross 


and laying down his life for ours.  

Jesus is ready to show us how we can follow him, 


and bring peace to those around us 


and ourselves.  

The first and main step, 


is realizing that the salvation from our sin has already come.  



It is not January 1, 2021, 



it is not the vaccine, 


our true hope is Jesus of Nazareth.  

Zechariah wanted the world to know that 

and I want you to know that.  

Jesus laid down his life 


so that you would know that.  

This light of life shines in the darkness, 


and the darkness can not ever overcome it.  

Even those who find themselves in the shadow of death, 


the light of life shines on. 
Candlelighting
The First Candle, Loss of Life (Lori) 
· ○  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 of 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 (Lizzie) 
· ○  We light our second candle for the loss of livelihoods. ​[light the second candle] F​ or so many, the pandemic and the recent landslides 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 (John Sasfai) 
· ○  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 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 Liveliness (Shirley) 
○ We light our fourth candle for the loss of liveliness. We mourn this night the loss of liveliness. ​[light the fourth candle] F​or so many, this year has robbed us of our energy, our enthusiasm, and our sense of well-being. To our disappointment, we have exchanged in-person gatherings for Zoom calls, and 

hugs for socially distanced waves. We remember teachers and leaders and caregivers and workers who are struggling to help those in their care. We remember those who are suffering with anxiety and depression, who are finding it difficult to live each day with fullness or to find hope for tomorrow. 
· ○  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.” I don’t know about you, but those words have never felt so relevant as they do right now. 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 
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.... 
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.


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!

