Blue Christmas in Edmonton, Canada

Rev. Brian J. Kiely, Unitarian Church of Edmonton
We held our first Blue Christmas service on December 23, 1997.  It has been an annual event ever since.  The service varies in content from year to year – readings change and so does the homily, but the format generally remains the same.  The purpose has always been to provide an alternative for those people who for whatever occasional or chronic reason have a hard time with Christmas.

We don’t talk about the church or take an offering.  We believe that this should be a gift to those who need it regardless of where they come from, regardless of whether or not we ever see them again.

TONE We shy away from a redemption theology.  The service is about grieving and sitting in the shadows for awhile.  It is also about sharing stories and finding that one’s sad experience is unique but not unusual.  ‘Feeling better’ comes from letting the grief go into the service and from finding a community of others with whom one can relate..

HOSPITALITY In our first year a member suggested and organized a simple supper of homemade soups, breads and pies.  The lounge area was set with tables with place settings and blue candles (we even bought blue table cloths the second year).  Volunteers were sought to make and deliver soup with others for set-up service, clean up etc.  It is perennially the easiest volunteer search we have.

The key to the dinner is that it is served.  It’s not a potluck or a buffet line.  The coordinator makes up simple little menus listing the various soups and pies and servers take and deliver their orders.  We feel this act of service is important.  This is a night to make our guests feel special.

We usually find that after the sharing of grief in the service a large proportion of the people are willing to stay for the meal and the noise level rises.  It’s a little like the reception after a memorial service.  People need to chat to affirm life.

The Service
We create a simple altar in the middle of the sanctuary and arrange the seating around it in a circular or box-like formation.  It creates a mood of intimacy.  Lights are low.  The altar is simply adorned with a chalice and the candles of concern.  If we have readers, we’ll set up two lecterns at different corners.  We don’t light the Christmas candles or tree and usually move the poinsettias into a corner.  We also set out several boxes of facial tissue.  They get used.

Because we usually get good media play, a good proportion of attendees are not Unitarians.  We try to make them feel welcome, explain the chalice and give a liberal and hopefully inviting interpretation of the words like ‘prayer’ before we use it.  We also don’t worry about attendance numbers much.  The people who need it come.  We have had as many as 70 and as low as 30.

We often choose readings that are stories of unsatisfying Christmas experiences in the first half.  Story is an effective medium for encouraging resonance and inward searching.

The pinnacle of the service is the sharing of candles of concern, the pouring out of grief and sadness into the simple act of lighting a candle.  We hand them the taper and the microphone if they wish.  We make it clear they can speak if they choose.  Most who come up do choose to speak.  At the end of the service, we leave the room but invite others to remain as long as they wish.  We also invite any who for whatever reason felt uncomfortable lighting a candle before to do so as they leave if they wish.  Many do.  In recent years, we have arranged to have pastoral care visitors remain in the sanctuary to sit with whoever might need company.  Sometimes people stay as long as half an hour more.  Some of the visits are deeply meaningful.

For incidental music we try to pick stuff that is moody and quiet and not too distracting.

Finally, we keep the homily simple.  It’s not a night for great oratory.  If we have set the service well, they will have already had their peak experience.  To be honest, if the homily accomplishes anything more than giving participants several minutes to come down and come back from where they have been, then it’s a bonus.   

A WORD ON Public Rrelations
We send out a press release and poster to the media.  We have had major and minor articles in the papers, one national TV news interview and a few radio spots.  Once we were asked to allow a camera in to the service.  We refused.  We need to let people know about the service, even if they can’t come, but we are careful to remember that the needs of the people at the service are paramount.

