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 We Gather Together 

Words of Welcome 

Thank you for joining us for this Blue Holiday Service, pre-recorded at MacNeill Baptist Church.  

A few logistics before we begin. The order of service (or bulletin) is available as a PDF on our 
webpage below the video; there are responsive parts in bold, as well as the lyrics to a couple of 
hymns, so that you can participate in the service, if you wish.  You may want to have a candle 
nearby to light during the service – for there will be a time for lighting individual candles of 
remembrance. 

This service is a sacred time to acknowledge grief, sadness, disappointment, or loss of any kind, in a 
season that promotes joy. May this service be a sanctuary for you, a witness and time to name and 
honour difficult emotions.  

Our call to worship is printed in the order of service, and I invite you to join me in reading the bold 
print. 

Call to Worship  

Come to this place, you who are weary; it is waiting for you and all that you bring. 

We are here seeking respite from the expectations and demands of this season 

Come to this place, you who long for a safe haven; enter into the mystery of a holy presence. 

We are here with some hesitation, yet also with a longing to know peace and wholeness in the 
depth of our being. 

Come to this place, you who know the weight of loss; by grace the Creator is with you. 

We are here, waiting, and on the alert for God’s voice to speak into our pain, into our hearts, into 
our lives. 

Wait for the Lord; be strong, and let your heart take courage. 

Our sadness and weeping is heard by others; our pain, loneliness and loss is held close to the 
heart of God, who knows all that we feel.  
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Let us pray: 
 
Creator God, lover of the universe, 
We come to you in this quiet place and time seeking your reassurance and your hope. 
We come in the midst of noise, listening for your sustaining heartbeat. 
For those who are chilled by grief and pain, bring the warmth of your love. 
For those who are overwhelmed by feelings that exhaust and stifle, bring the cooling breeze of 
your love. 
For those who are caught in the glare of expectations, bring the comforting shade of your love. 
For those who find themselves in a night-time of anxiety, bring the morning dawn of your love. 
Breathe courage into our day, and whisper strength into our dreams. 
Amen. 
 

♫  Opening Hymn  Come, Thou Long-Expected Jesus 

 

1. Come, Thou long-expected Jesus, born to set Thy people free, 
From our fears and sins release us, let us find our rest in Thee. 
Israel's strength and consolation, hope of all the earth Thou art. 
Dear desire of every nation, joy of every longing heart. 
 
2. Born Thy people to deliver, born a child, and yet a King, 
Born to reign in us forever, now Thy gracious kingdom bring. 
By Thy own eternal Spirit, rule in all our hearts alone; 
By Thy all sufficient merit, raise us to Thy glorious throne. 

We hear the word 

From the PSALMS (with selected verses from Psalms 6, 13, 27)   

Be gracious to me, O Lord, for I am languishing; 
O Lord, heal me; my soul ... is sorely troubled. 
How long must I bear pain in my soul, and have sorrow in my heart? 
I am weary with my moaning; every night I flood my bed with tears; I drench my couch with my 
weeping. 

My eye wastes away because of grief, it grows weak from such adversity. 
The Lord has heard the sound of my weeping; the Lord accepts my prayer. 
I believe that I shall see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living! 
Wait for the Lord; be strong, and let your heart take courage; wait for the Lord! 
  
Isaiah 40 (selected verses) 

Comfort, O comfort my people, says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that she 
has served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she has received from the Lord's hand double for 
all her sins. A voice cries out: "In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD, make straight in the 
desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made 
low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain. Then the glory of the 
LORD shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together, for the mouth of the LORD has spoken."  

Here is your God! God will feed the flock like a shepherd; God will gather the lambs and carry them 
in his arms, and gently lead the mother sheep.  



Have you not known? Have you not heard? The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends 
of the earth. He does faint or grow weary. And those who wait for the Lord shall renew their 
strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall 
walk and not faint. 

Gospel Reading   Matthew 1:18—2:18 

Now the birth of Jesus the Messiah took place in this way. When his mother Mary had been 
engaged to Joseph, but before they lived together, she was found to be with child from the Holy 
Spirit. Her husband Joseph, being a righteous man and unwilling to expose her to public disgrace, 
planned to dismiss her quietly. But just when he had resolved to do this, an angel of the Lord 
appeared to him in a dream and said, ‘Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your 
wife, for the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.  She will bear a son, and you are to name 
him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.’ All this took place to fulfil what had been 
spoken by the Lord through the prophet: ‘Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they 
shall name him Emmanuel’, which means, ‘God is with us.’ When Joseph awoke from sleep, he did 
as the angel of the Lord commanded him; he took her as his wife, but had no marital relations with 
her until she had borne a son; and he named him Jesus. 

In the time of King Herod, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, wise men from the East 
came to Jerusalem, asking, "Where is the child who has been born king of the Jews? For we 
observed his star at its rising, and have come to pay him homage.” When King Herod heard this, he 
was frightened, and all Jerusalem with him; and calling together all the chief priests and scribes of 
the people, he inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born. They told him, "In Bethlehem 
of Judea; for so it has been written by the prophet 'And you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are 
by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd 
my people Israel.'“ Then Herod secretly called for the wise men and learned from them the exact 
time when the star had appeared. Then he sent them to Bethlehem, saying, "Go and search 
diligently for the child; and when you have found him, bring me word so that I may also go and pay 
him homage.” When they had heard the king, they set out; and there, ahead of them, went the star 
that they had seen at its rising, until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw 
that the star had stopped, they were overwhelmed with joy. On entering the house, they saw the 
child with Mary his mother; and they knelt down and paid him homage. Then, opening their 
treasure chests, they offered him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. And having been warned in 
a dream not to return to Herod, they left for their own country by another road. 

 

♫  Musical Reflection   The Coventry Carol       

 

Sermon: “Always, at the Margins, there is grief” (Full sermon can be found at the end of the bulletin) 

 

We Respond  

Liturgy of Remembrance 
 
This first candle we light to remember those persons whom we have loved and lost.  We pause to 
remember their name, their face, their voice, the memory that binds them to us in this season. 
May God's eternal love surround them. 
 



This second candle we light to redeem the pain of loss:  the loss of relationships, and also losses in 
activity, or status, or health that have ensued.  As we gather up the pain of the past we offer it to 
You, O God, asking that into our open hands You will place the gift of peace. 
Refresh, restore, renew us O God, and lead us into your future. 
 

This third candle we light to reflect on ourselves this Advent and Christmastime.  We pause and 
remember these past weeks and months; the disbelief, the anger, the down times, the poignancy 
of reminiscing, the support and caring messages from  family and friends. 
Let us remember that dawn defeats darkness. 
 

This fourth candle is lit to remember our faith and the gift of hope which the Christmas story offers 
to us.  We remember that God Who shares our life promises us a place and time of no more pain 
and suffering. 
Let us remember the One who shows the way, who brings the truth, and who bears the light. 
 

Lighting Individual Candles of Remembrance   
During the hymn that follows, you may want to light one or more candles where you are, to honour 
memory of a loved one, to signify loss of any kind, to acknowledge sadness, grief, disappointment, 
discouragement, or burden of any kind that needs to be named in this space.  
 

♫ Hymn    Hope is a star 

1.Hope is a star that shines in the night, leading us on till the morning is bright 

Refrain 
When God is a child, there’s hope in our song. 
The last shall be first and the weak shall be strong, and none shall be afraid. 
 
2. Peace is a ribbon that circles the earth, giving a promise of safety and worth 

Refrain 

3. Joy is a song that welcomes the dawn, telling the world that the saviour is born  

Refrain 

4. Love is a flame that burns in our heart Jesus has come and will never depart.  

Refrain 
 
Litany of Grief 
 

God, be near to us, be our strength. 
We remember our lives, the way they were before our loved one died.  How we yearn for those 
moments when all was well, when we looked forward to times together. 
 

God, be near to us, be our strength. 
Every season will bring memories to us.  Everywhere we turn, we will recall the gift of our loved 
one.  We will always remember the joy and the treasure of the one we have come here to 
remember. 
 

God, be near to us, be our strength. 
There will forever be an empty spot in our lives because we have lost someone important.  
She/he can never be replaced.  We search for inner peace and we strain for a sense of acceptance 
of this reality. 



 
God, be near to us, be our strength. 
Many feelings stir within us.  We hurt with the heartache of our loss.  Help us to believe that the 
sorrow will lessen as the days go on. 
 

God, be near to us, be our strength. 
Our relationships with others are influenced by this death.  Sometimes it is hard to reveal the 
terrible ache.  Sometimes it is too overwhelming to enter into other's sorrow.  Help us to share 
this heavy burden of loss.  May our relationships grow stronger, not weaker; may our love 
deepen, not lessen, as we go through this grief. 
 

God, be near to us, be our strength. 
Remind us that those who live with us need our attention and our love.  May our grief over the 
one who has died not take away the love and affection which are so rightly theirs and which is so 
necessary for their own grieving. 
 

God, be near to us, be our strength. 
We long for consolation and peace in our lives.  We want to believe that our loved one rests in 
the tender care of your loving arms.  Deepen the belief in us that our loved one is with you. 
 
God, be near to us, be our strength. 

 

♫  Musical Offering A Gaelic Grace   Mark Sirett 
 

 

 
Benediction  

May the tenderness of God speak to your heart and comfort you  
May the compassion and care from friends ease your sorrow,  
and may each new day surround you with peace. 
AMEN 
 

***   ***   ***   ***   ***   ***   *** 

Sermon - "Always, at the Margins, There is Grief" 
 

We’ve just heard the Christmas Story proclaimed by the Gospel writer Matthew.  More familiar, 
generally, is the Story as told by Luke … the one that sees Mary and Joseph travel (on account 
of a census) from Nazareth to Bethlehem, where in a stable the baby is born and adored by 
shepherds whose visit was urged by heaven’s angels. 
 

Most people have learned to hold a woven-together arrangement of the two distinct stories, 
pictorially summarized in a crèche scene that – perhaps more than anything else – symbolizes 
Christmas in our mind’s eyes.  (Interesting to ponder – isn’t it? –how that tableau holds more 
than two years’ worth of two different story lines in one picture.) 
 
I’d invite each of you to call-to-mind a crèche scene cherished in your memory (perhaps one 
from childhood, perhaps from home, or church, or village). What I’m going to do, as you 
remember it, is something likely novel:  I’m going to invite you to listen to the sounds involved 
in it. 
 



• In the background of this scene, there are echoes from the noisy, overcrowded town of 
Bethlehem, busting at the seams due to the census’s influx.   

• Either squarely in your scene or again in its immediate background are echoes of an 
angel voice and angel choir.  But not too loud were these!; loud enough for shepherds, 
in the still of night, to be moved (mightily!), but not loud enough that anyone in 
Bethlehem awoke or took note.   

• There are echoes of court noise upon the Magi’s arrival:  the reasoning of chief priests 
and scribes, and the directives of the king.   

• If you listen very closely, there’s angel whisper first to Mary, then to Joseph, to the 
Magi, and to Joseph again.   

• But – people! – the deepest, loudest, longest, sound of all is wailing and loud 
lamentation, not-at-all localized to the stable but right across the land, as mothers and 
fathers, big sisters and brothers mourn the loss of all those baby boys, aged two or less. 

 

You might next imagine moving ‘onward’ in time from this crèche scene.  For some time, the 
shepherds have an interesting story to share about angels and a newborn-in-a-manger, but that 
story fades because nothing more is heard of the boy, and no sense can be made of those 
angels’ promises, for the next thirty years or so.  However, across all those years hardly 
diminished at all are the anguish and anger – the crying! – over dear, dear babies that were 
slaughtered by soldiers, under orders from Herod. 
 

The lamentation is deafening.   
 

Yet we look at the crèche comfortably and – I’m pretty sure a survey would prove the point! – 
we generally don’t hear the lamentation at all. 
 

This, people, is a representation of how we humans perceive in general.  All who grieve know 
this to be true from immediate experience, because when we go out among our neighbours 
and colleagues, possibly even among our friends and families, they typically don’t see the grief.  
It’s there with us.  But as long as it’s there with us, we’re somehow out on some margin that is 
somehow invisible and silent.  (You see?, it’s just like the crèche!) 
 

So here we are, just days before Christmas.  Even with the world in pandemic mode, things 
have been to a point of Christmas “sensory overload” for some time, with (a) decorations on 
trees, houses and buildings; (b) carols playing everywhere; (c) nothing but Christmas romance 
movies on TV.  We get swept along to the extent people pull us with them.  The ache of our 
broken hearts, which we every-so-often know to be so immense that it threatens to swallow up 
everything else, is socially side-lined; we (in this mode) are sidelined, just like we ‘hear’ in the 
crèche. 
 

As you join with me right now, let us sit with those bereft Judaean families for a little while, and 
learn from them, and thereby learn about ourselves. 
 

First let us rightly recognize the ‘hole’ that is left in life because the ‘being’ who was there, who 
was part of our world and part of us, is gone.  The dynamic is never clearer than when a child 
dies, as in this Judean story, because we hold out (before the child) expectation of many years, 
many milestones, many opportunities, many accomplishments.  All of it dies when the child 
dies.  This dynamic is always true to some extent, mind you:  even when the 94 year old is gone, 
we long together-to-have-made their 95th mark; we yet long to hear their voice, and to know all 
the things they’ve taken with them to the grave, and to have them continuing to bear witness 
to our lives. 



 
Second let us appreciate the anger that is a usual and fitting expression of grief.  In the case of 
those Judean families, we (though ourselves so removed!) can get right in there with anger 
alongside theirs.  How horrible, and cruel, and insane was Herod!  How distorted the machinery 
that obeyed him!  How unjust that any child so-be-sacrificed!  There are current stories equally 
disturbed and disturbing; but let us also recognize that most stories have common elements.  
Which is the case because the systems around and above us all – created by humanity to 
govern and order our lives – [all our systems] have their own mistakes and distortions … 
theologians call it “systemic sin”.  What’s more, beyond ‘that which is devious’, there are 
‘honest mistakes’ with lousy, tragic consequences.  In this vein, I go back to 1969 and a 
particular morning when my parents’ bedroom door was strangely closed; my mom making 
repeated treks to the telephone where (I later learned) she repeatedly called our family’s 
physician and urgently described my dad’s situation, and not till it was too late did she get 
direction to bring him to hospital … oh my, I was angry with that doctor (though silently so) and 
– truth be told – I still am, though now I ‘get it’ far more clearly that nothing human [nothing at 
all] is perfect, even when we’re trying our best to do things right.  So, yes, in the loss of those 
whom we love, there can surely be frustration and anger. 
 

More insight comes as we wait, and watch, and then hear those Judaean families, one by one, 
turning to the heavens and questioning, “Why?”  “Why our baby?”  “Why me?”  As a hospital 
chaplain, I have come to believe the most frequent fervent prayer on human lips is this “Why?”.  
It comes out of feeling targeted, out of deeply felt injustice, out of profound disappointment, 
and out of a shattering of the beliefs and hopes that carried us thus far.  And note how it begs 
the universe for meaning.  This “Why?” question is (to me) clear proof of the religious-ness of 
the whole lot of us.  We need there to be meaning, in order to know how to take our next 
breath.  When our grasp on the meanings is undone by someone’s death, or any other crisis, we 
crumble.  Or to ‘locate’ the whole dynamic more usefully (within the biblical tradition), we find 
ourselves in exile, and there needing re-invention. 
 

And here we come to the broadest, highest-level, hardest-to-reach insight of the Judean 
families’ story.  It is also difficult to describe.  Let us be clear and honest that all the “Why” 
questions do not ever get neatly satisfied.  Let us also be clear we are now far beyond linear 
“cause-effect” thinking.  But there is Gospel (Good News) going on at the same time as Herod’s 
‘bad news’ murderous rampage.  That ‘Good News’ is imperceptible, unattainable, 
unfathomable to all those bereft Judean people, as they long for justice and meaning and help.  
But their incapacity to access it, across the next thirty years until Jesus grew to a man, did not 
mean it wasn’t there, wasn’t happening, wasn’t real.  God was with them at ‘ground zero’ of 
Salvation History.  In Luke’s account (by the way) Jesus’ mother Mary, when 6 months 
pregnant, had spoken the answer to Herod’s ways, for all time:  [from the Magnificat…] 
 

My soul magnifies the Lord, 
And my spirit rejoices in God my Saviour. … 
 

 He has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. 
He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, 
 And lifted up the lowly; 
He has filled the hungry with good things, 
 And sent the rich away empty. 
He has helped his servant Israel 
 In remembrance of his mercy 



According to the promise he made to our ancestors 
 To Abraham and to his descendants forever. 
 

In thirty years’ time, Jesus would himself take clear stand against use of force, of coercion, and 
of fear; and set himself – on behalf of (yes!) those Judeans, and all people like them – to release 
captives, free the oppressed, heal the sick, comfort the mourning, and altogether lead the 
meek to inherit the earth.   
 

These Judeans, wailing at the margins of our crèche scenes, did not, could not know this answer 
to their prayers, but it was in process and everything Herod threw at it to stop it, everything 
Herod’s successors threw at it to stop it, only became part of its full becoming. 
 

We need this level of insight from Matthew’s story, because we need it for ourselves.  God is at 
work for you, and with you, and all around you just as God was for those bereft and grieving 
Judeans.  God comes to you, even as God came to those Judeans.  That is precisely what 
Christmas celebrates. 
 

Do you grasp the great irony of it all:  Nowhere is Jesus’ coming more needed, and then – 
surprisingly! – more actualized, than on the margins; … you now (I hope!) see, the margins most 
people (most of us) don’t even stop to note, … that grieving Judean margin, and – here today – 
a grieving Hamilton margin (or Toronto margin, or Brantford margin, or wherever you might 
be).  Oh, the main parade keeps marching forward – like our culture’s centre-stage Christmas 
festivities do (even though differently this pandemic year) – but Jesus’ focus, his coming, his 
mission, his salvation are ‘at’ and ‘for’ the people who cannot keep up, because they are kept 
down, and he would set them free.   
 

Did you hear? … He would set you free. 
 

Amen. 
 


