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Set down those sleigh bells and step away from the Christmas party planning for a second!
Have you ever thought of offering a Longest Night or Blue Christmas service for your students?

You may wonder why you would . . .

Do you know any students whose parents have recently separated or divorced? How about the junior 
who just found out that his family is moving? Perhaps a middle school girl is new in town and is missing 
her old friends. Are any of your students grieving the loss of a family member, a friend, or a pet? Are any 
of the youth in your church feeling stressed because of the current political climate and weighty world 
issues? Do any teens you know struggle with anxiety or depression? Can you think of any families who are 
financially burdened?

You probably could find dozens of reasons why Christmas may not be the “Most Wonderful Time of the 
Year” for some students in your youth group (maybe even for you). Instead of trying to cheer them up 
with ugly Christmas sweater contests and hot chocolate bars, what if you could offer these students a way 
to express their laments to God? What if they could experience true comfort in the midst of their pain and 
longing? Sounds like Advent to me!

Seeing this need, many churches have added a Longest Night or a Blue Christmas service to their Advent 
observances. The two services are similar; the former is held on a particular day, and the latter can be 
offered anytime during the holidays. “Blue Christmas” is not just an Elvis Presley song; it’s an evening that 
provides a public way for people to acknowledge the ones they are missing at Christmastime. Whether the 
loss has come through death, divorce, or a recent break-up with a boyfriend or girlfriend, people are able 
to remember the ones they miss and to acknowledge the blue feelings that arise from their absence. 

The Longest Night is a service occurring on (or as close as possible to) December 21st, also known as the 
winter solstice. With the longest shadows and the longest night of the year, this solstice reminds us that 
for many the holiday season is long and dark. As leaders of student ministries, we can paint the Christian 
faith not only in colors of spring, summer, and fall, but can also allow winter to have its rightful place in 
the palette. The Bible is full of stark “winter cries,” as demonstrated by the laments, rage, and fears voiced 
in the Psalms and by the prophets. Scripture also reminds us that when others are struggling, we are called 
to carry their burdens (Galatians 6:2). Offering a Longest Night service is one way to do just that.

If you and your students are Longing for Light this Christmas, then let’s get started! This resource offers 
many ideas that take the guesswork out of planning and leading a Longest Night service. Use them to 
weave the needs of your youth group into a Longest Night service that can offer hope and healing to your 
students as well as to your congregation. Choose the elements that best fit your community, and make the 
service your own.

WHAT YOU WILL NEED
Make a Checklist
A Longest Night service might appear simple to those who attend, and that is part of its power. But 
planning the service, preparing leaders, and gathering supplies takes time. Below is a list of the people, 
supplies, and promotional channels you will need for the service outlined in this resource. If you use 
additional elements in your service, be sure to add needed items to your checklist. 
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• Longest Night Team of adults and students to plan, prepare, and serve as worship leaders (six leaders, 
eight readers, musicians and/or sound tech, lighting tech, greeters, artists)

• Advertising (social media invites, bulletin inserts, verbal announcements, church newsletter, 
community newspaper)

• Program or bulletin for the Longest Night service (see “Preparing the Space” on page 4) 
• Music (see ideas below)
• Cloth to drape over an altar or a table 
• Art and décor items (see “Preparing the Space” on pages 4-5)
• Advent wreath with four outer candles and one in the center (Christ candle)
• Tea lights or votive candles (one for each participant)
• Protective cloth to place under candles or a platform to hold candles (Perhaps someone in your 

church or community can build one or more tiered wooden stands—see photo on page 5.)
• Matches or lighters (You might also provide one or two acolyte candlelighters for students who 

prefer to take the light from the Christ Candle to light their votive candle or tea light.)
• Oil with frankincense and myrrh for anointing (Order from Cokesbury or make your own.)
• Boxes of tissues (place around the seating area)
• Paper and pencils for writing laments (place in seats)
• Signs that instruct students to silence their phones (place at entrances to service)
• Gift items (to present at the end of the service)
• Camera or phone (to capture photos of the set up before and after the service)
• Plastic tub (to store supplies for next year) 

Music Suggestions
For the service, you can use live musicians or create a playlist of recorded music. Instrumental music helps 
to set the mood and invite reflection during the service. If you want to include songs with vocals as well, 
consider using some of the songs below in the service or adding them to a playlist that you might give 
your students as a gift at the end of the service. 

• Christmas carols and songs: “Coventry Carol,” “We Three Kings,” “In the Bleak Midwinter,”  
A Charlie Brown Christmas: “Christmas Time Is Here.”

• Russ Hitt’s The Longest Night: Christmas Songs of Lament & Longing album or The Longing for Home: 
Songs for the Holidays album 

• Found Wandering’s “I Heard the Bells on Christmas Day”
• Sam Smith’s “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas”
• Carrie Underwood’s “The First Noel”
• Amy Grant’s “Melancholy Christmas” or “Grown-up Christmas List”
• Craig Aven with The Piano Guys’ “The Sweetest Gift”
• Rich Mullins’s “Hard to Get” 
• Freddie King’s “Christmas Tears”
• Elvis Presley’s “Blue Christmas”
• Taylor Swift’s “Christmases When You Were Mine”
• Nat King Cole’s “The Little Boy Santa Claus Forgot”
• Boys II Men’s “Silent Night or Cold December Nights”
• OneRepublic’s “Christmas Without You”
• Relient K’s “I Hate Christmas Parties”
• Over the Rhine’s The Darkest Night of the Year album or “All I Ever Get for Christmas is Blue”
• Taizé song “Within Our Darkest Night”
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PLANNING THE SERVICE
Identify Your Audience
Will this be a service for your students, or will you and your students be offering the service to your 
congregation or community? You might want to consider offering the Longest Night service for your 
students this year. Then if it is meaningful for them, encourage them to join you in offering this service  
as a gift to your congregation or community next year.

If the service will be for your students, consider choosing a mix of adults and students as leaders so that most 
of your students can be in a place to receive what they need from the service. As you read through the 
service (beginning on page 6), pay attention to the young people who come to mind. Be extra sensitive 
about those whose grief is fresh. They may or may not be ready to put their art on display or to read aloud 
in front of the group.

If you want to offer the service to your congregation or community, consider giving your pastors a break and 
asking some adult leaders, spiritual directors, or Stephen Ministers to join you and the students in leading 
the service. 

Whether you invite adults or youth to lead the Longest Night service, talk with them about how to 
comfort those who might cry or show deep emotion during the service. Raw expressions of grief or pain 
can be unsettling. Our immediate response might be to offer a tissue or a hug, but this may not be the best 
way to respond. Sometimes, handing someone a tissue or giving a hug can unintentionally send a signal 
to “stop crying”—and the recipients may feel a need to “pull themselves together.” If so, the opportunity 
for a cleansing cry is missed. Instead, service leaders might offer a compassionate gaze or sit quietly beside 
those who are grieving, offering comfort while allowing people to continue to weep—and modeling for 
other students how they might respond to those who are grieving.

You might want to check in again with your student leaders about appropriate ways they can respond. 
Or you may decide to let them respond intuitively. Often, children and teens respond to grief better than 
adults do! Either way, experiencing a Longest Night service, where tears and even sobs may occur, will 
help to prepare students who might want to serve as leaders in your next Longest Night service.

Choose Your Elements
The core elements you choose for your first Longest Night service are important. Rituals—those 
elements that people can expect to engage in year after year—offer comfort, especially in this world of 
change. Consistency is key. People want to know that every year they will hear voices from scripture,  
sit in darkness, and light a candle (plus core elements you might add).

The Longest Night service is about creating space for the Comforter, so consider simple ways to open 
students to God’s presence. If your group has suffered a loss, you might set out an empty chair to 
symbolize the person they are missing. During the time of silence in the service, invite students to write 
words or draw symbols to express their personal laments and longings, which they can bring forward later 
to place on the altar. As students leave the altar area, leaders may anoint each student (using oil to make 
the sign of the cross on the top of one hand) as they offer this blessing: “God is with you.” (See “What You 
Will Need” for instructions for making a mixture of frankincense, myrrh, and olive oil.) Allowing students 
to place their laments on the altar or letting the aroma of God-with-us linger after the service can be 
profound elements. 

If this is not your first Longest Night service, remember that familiar rituals are comforting, so let go of 
the need to add something bigger and better every year! As you plan, review your previous services and 
decide if you want to make small changes or additions depending on what has been happening in your 
community and in the world. For instance, you might add the song “Refugee” (Russ Hitt’s The Longing for 
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Home: Songs for the Holidays album) and ask students to pray for those who do not have a home or do not 
feel at home this Christmas. Or you might try inviting the students to sing quietly, perhaps the Taizé song 
“Within Our Darkest Night.” 

One way to continue the companionship you have experienced together is to give students a gift at the 
close of the service. The gift could be as simple as a playlist of songs, including the ones used in the 
service. You might also consider a homemade ornament (maybe a blue one), a CD (such as Russ Hitt’s  
The Longest Night), or the book Grieving at Christmastime by Dwight Daniels. Decide what gifts to make  
or purchase so that you can have them ready ahead of time.

PREPARING THE SPACE
Make the Space Inviting
Whether you meet in a small sanctuary warmed by a few candles or in a large room with lights dimmed, 
create a safe space. Longest Night services are held in many different settings. Try to design a warm, 
simple, inviting space that people will feel “is comforting, like a hug.”

Keep It Simple
When it comes to décor, less is more—especially in this season of excess. For instance, use an Advent 
wreath that is a bit starker than the one you might choose for Sunday worship. Place on the altar or table a 
vase of bare winter branches, dry leaves, and acorns. Set out tea lights or votive candles for people to light 
at the end of the service. (Don’t forget matches or lighters.) 

If you have artists in your youth group or congregation, invite them to paint or sculpt pieces of art that 
express the theme or emotion of the service; display these on the altar or table. Even the program for 
the evening can be simple. Invite students to help design the program, perhaps with the order of service 
(including the communal prayer and any music or additional elements you use) on one side and quotes or 
scriptures for further reflection on the other. (Sample order of service is available on page 10.)

Plan ahead: You may be able to reuse many of the simple decorations and program designs you create for 
this service. Consider purchasing a plastic tub to store these items, and make preparation and planning 
even simpler for your next Longest Night service.

Add the Final Touches
Before the service, place boxes of tissues around the room in which the service will be held. Be sure that 
students can reach one of these without causing a lot of distraction during the service.

Place in each seat a pencil and a piece of paper on which students can write or draw their laments and 
longings during the time of silence. Another option is to have greeters hand out pencils and paper as 
people enter the service. One word of caution: Try not to fill up the empty wordless space with too many 
things “to do.” Silence can be uncomfortable, but embracing the silence allows us to discover that God is 
with us in the darkness.

At each entrance to the sanctuary or room, place copies of the Longest Night program and a sign asking 
students to silence their phones. Be sure that greeters are in place well before the service to distribute 
programs and to remind students to turn off their phones.

About 20 minutes before the service, light the four outer candles on the Advent wreath and any other 
decorative candles. (Do not light the votive candles or tea lights that students will use at the end of the 
service.) Then dim the lights in the room.
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Announcement Before the Service 
Even if you have signs at the entrances to the room where your Longest Night service will be held, 
you might want to make a verbal announcement as well. Before the opening music begins, a leader 
can encourage respect for all who have gathered and for all they are carrying this night by saying 
something like this:

“Before we begin, we ask everyone please to turn off or to silence your phone. Together, we can create a 
safe, distraction-free space in which to allow ourselves time to be with God and one another just as we are. 
You may find that difficult feelings come up tonight—and that’s OK. Don’t be afraid to let the tears flow. 
Around the room we have boxes of tissues if you want them. We also have blank pieces of paper on which to 
write or draw what you are feeling. Later in the service you will have the opportunity to lay these laments 
and longings on the altar.” 

After the Service
When all the students have left the service, invite the leaders who remain to sit in the candlelight for a 
moment of quiet reflection and gratitude. 

Next, find your camera or phone and take pictures of the room—the candles, the art, the laments left 
on altar, the program, even the signage—to help you remember this night and prepare for next year. 

Then carefully pack the supplies, the art, the signage, and copies of the program in a plastic tub and 
store them for use next year. (Remember to keep candles in a cool place.)

Longest Night Spaces

Altar and Tiered Candle Stand Painting on Altar

Laments and Longings on Altar Altar with Laments and Lighted Candles
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Longing for Light
A Service for Students on the Longest Night of the Year

Opening Music & Welcome
Create a Contemplative Atmosphere
Have the four outer candles of the Advent wreath already lit, ready to be snuffed out as a visual reminder 
of our pain and vulnerability.

Open with instrumental music, which helps people to reflect on what they are feeling without being 
distracted by words. Musicians can play quietly on the piano, guitar, and/or violin two or three songs to 
set the mood for the service. Songs that work well are “Coventry Carol,” “We Three Kings,” “In the Bleak 
Midwinter,” A Charlie Brown Christmas’s “Christmas Time is Here,” or songs from Russ Hitt’s album  
The Longest Night: Christmas Songs of Lament & Longing. Some leaders choose to create a playlist of 
recorded music to play instead of having live musicians.

Welcome with Authenticity
As you welcome people to this service and explain what it is about, you want to name the pain that brings 
you together. A leader may offer the general welcome below, or you may choose to be more specific 
depending on what those in your group have gone through over the past year.  

Leader 1: Welcome to the Longest Night service. Tonight on this winter solstice, the Longest Night of the Year, 
we want to recognize that for many of us, as well as for nature itself, this time of year is filled with long shadows 
and dark nights. You might be going through a difficult time, missing someone, or struggling with worry, fear, or 
even anger.

Whether this is a light or dark time in your life—or maybe a mix of both—let’s allow ourselves to be with God 
and one another just as we are. And let’s remember that we are not alone.

Leader 2: The Advent candles symbolize the light of hope, peace, joy, and love. Yet many of us feel as if the lights 
of hope, peace, joy, and love have been snuffed out (Leader 1 snuffs out candles as Leader 2 continues), leaving us to 
wonder if or when they will ever return.

Communal Prayer & Voices from Scripture
Pray Aloud Together
Lamenting and longing together can be as powerful today as it was for the ancient people of God. You can 
invite a student to write a prayer for the service, write one yourself, or use the prayer printed below. A leader 
can invite the students to join in the prayer by reading together the words in bold.
 

Leader 3: Join me in this prayer of lament and longing for the return of the light.

ALL: God, we bring to you our grief—our own and the grief of others in the world. Although 
we may know that you are with us in the dark just as you are with us in the light, we admit 
that we often feel left in the dark—alone, angry, and fearful. Remind us tonight, as you have 
reminded people all through the ages, that you are Emmanuel, God-with-us. You join with us 
and continue loving us in our loneliness, anger, and fear. May we allow you to be with us, to be 
our Provider, Healer, Comforter, and Friend in the darkest of times. Amen.
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Listen to Scriptural Laments
Before the service, assign the readings below to eight students, who will read loudly and slowly from their 
seats scattered throughout the sanctuary or around your youth group circle. Ask them to allow a pause for 
reflection between each of the readings. Give each reader the entire list of readings so they know whom to 
follow. Leader 3 will remain up front to announce the transition into the readings.

Leader 3: Now hear these voices from Scripture . . .

Reader 1: Cried the Psalmist:
“My tears have been my food day and night,
while people say to me all day long,
‘Where is your God?’” 
   (Psalm 42:3, NIV)

Reader 2: Through his tears the Psalmist said:
“Why am I discouraged?
Why is my heart so sad?
I will put my hope in God!
I will praise him again—
my Savior and my God!
Now I am deeply discouraged,
but I will remember you.”
   (Psalm 42:5-6, NLT)

Reader 3: Cried Jeremiah:
“Peace has been stripped away,
and I have forgotten what prosperity is.
I cry out, ‘My splendor is gone!
Everything I had hoped for from the Lord is lost!’”
   (Lamentations 3:17-18, NLT)

 Reader 4: Through his tears he said:
“Yet I still dare to hope
when I remember this:
The faithful love of the Lord never ends!
His mercies never cease.
Great is his faithfulness;
his mercies begin afresh each morning.
I say to myself, ‘The Lord is my inheritance;
therefore, I will hope in him!’”
   (Lamentations 3:21-24, NLT)

Reader 5: From the cross, when darkness came over the land, Jesus cried out
the words of Psalm 22:1:
“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 
   (Mark 15:33-35, NIV)
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Reader 6: To his friends soon to be frightened and full of tears, Jesus said:
“I am leaving you with a gift—peace of mind and heart.
And the peace I give is a gift the world cannot give.
So don’t be troubled or afraid. Remember what I told you:
I am going away, but I will come back to you again.” 
   (John 14:27-28, NLT)

Reader 7: “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace.
In this world you will have trouble. But take heart!
I have overcome the world.” 
   (John 16:33, NIV)

Reader 8: And in the end says the book of Revelation:
“He will wipe every tear from their eyes,
and there will be no more death or sorrow or crying or pain.
All these things are gone forever.”
   (Revelation 21:4, NLT)

Reflection & Prayer
Allow Space to Reflect
Instrumental music is a powerful way to allow words to sink in and feelings to be felt. Songs such as 
“Refugee” (Russ Hitt’s The Longing for Home: Songs for the Holidays album) and “What Child Is This?” 
are poignant. If you want your students to reflect on something specific as they listen to the music, give 
whatever instruction is needed. 

Engage the Imagination
After the music, a leader will walk the students through a guided prayer, pausing after each line to allow 
them to imagine Jesus being Emmanuel—God with us—right now.

Leader 4: Sometimes it’s hard to see how God is with us. As I guide us in prayer, let’s consider how Jesus wants 
to be with us right now . . .

Get comfortable in your seat, and close your eyes.  (pause)

Now imagine Jesus coming into this room.  (pause)

He sees you and makes his way over to you.  (pause)

Notice whether Jesus chooses to sit, stand, or kneel.  (pause)

What is it that he wants to offer you right now?  (pause)

Simply allow him to be with you, however he chooses.  (pause)

Whether you offer words, a facial expression, a gesture, or simply sit in his presence, allow yourself to be with 
Jesus in the silence for a moment. When I say, “Amen,” you may open your eyes.  (pause for a moment of silence)

AMEN.
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Allow More Space to Reflect
The holiday rush leaves little space to breathe, so be generous with this gift! Does your youth group or 
congregation have a beloved hymn or song? Playing it as a quiet, somber instrumental piece might bring a 
different perspective. A Christmas song, such as “Silent Night” or Russ Hitt’s “The Longest Night,” might 
invite feelings to surface. Or play a song with lyrics, such as Russ Hitt’s “Some of Us,” Rich Mullins’s 
“Hard to Get,” or Sleeping at Last’s “Snow.”

Darkness & Light
Prepare for Darkness & Light
Following the song, a leader will explain the last portion of the service:

Leader 5: In a few minutes, you will be invited to sit for a time in darkness and silence, acknowledging your 
own loss, pain, and confusion—or similar feelings that others are carrying. The darkness and silence may feel 
uncomfortable at first. Darkness and silence can be scary—no matter what our age. Yet tonight we pray that we 
may begin to perceive the silence as God’s invitation to rest and be still and that we may begin to experience the 
darkness around us as the embrace of God—a God who is present, perhaps even more powerfully in our pain,  
and a God who promises that it will not be dark forever.

Tomorrow there will be just a little more light than today. The changes may not even be noticeable, but slowly 
spring will come again. May it be the same with us as God brings the light of hope into our lives and into  
our world.

After our time of silence, the Christ candle will be lit and you are welcome to come forward to light a candle in 
memory of your loved one or as a prayer for what you are struggling with or longing for.

There will be no formal ending to this time of silence. Take the time and space you need. Leave quietly when  
you are ready.

This will be our collective crying out in the dark to God. As we sit in the darkness waiting together for the  
return of the light, may our hearts be open to the ways God is already with us in the dark. May we be reminded 
that we are never alone.

Enter into the Darkness
Turn off the lights, and let everyone sit in silent darkness for at least one minute. Don’t rush this part of 
the service. As we often feel uncomfortable with lament, we also may be uncomfortable with silence and 
darkness. Embrace the discomfort.

Listen to the Longing for Light
As “O Come, O Come Emmanuel” begins to play, a leader comes forward to light the Christ candle in the 
center of the Advent wreath and then offers students this invitation:

Leader 6: As you are ready, you are invited to come forward to light a candle, to place your laments on the 
altar, and to receive a blessing. Then you may choose to remain at the altar (or other designated space) for prayer, 
to return to your seat for quiet reflection, or simply to leave in silence. If you would like someone to pray with you, 
simply raise your hand as you pray and one of us will join you. Come, receive the light of Christ.

Allow plenty of time for students to come forward to light a candle, to leave their laments, to receive the 
oil of blessing, and to pray. As people raise their hands for a prayer partner, a service leader will move to 
join each student and ask if he or she has something particular for which the leader might pray. If not, the 
leader may offer a general prayer that the light of Christ will lead the student through this difficult time 
and that, surrounded by the love and support of your community, he or she will find hope and healing.

Greeters will return to the exit doors to hand out gifts as students leave. “O Come, O Come Emmanuel” 
will continue to play quietly until lit candles and an empty room are all that remain. 
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[Sample Order of Service]

Longing for Light
A Service for Students on the Longest Night of the Year

Opening Music

Welcome

Communal Prayer 
God, we bring to you our grief—our own and the grief of others in the world. Although we 
may know that you are with us in the dark just as you are with us in the light, we admit that we 
often feel left in the dark—alone, angry, and fearful. Remind us tonight, as you have reminded 
people all through the ages, that you are Emmanuel, God-with-us. You join with us and 
continue loving us in our loneliness, anger, and fear. May we allow you to be with us, to be our 
Provider, Healer, Comforter, and Friend in the darkest of times. Amen.

Voices from Scripture
Psalm 42:3
Psalm 42:5-6
Lamentations 3:17-18
Lamentations 3:21-24
Mark 15:33-35
John 14:25-28
John 16:33
Revelation 21:4

Reflection & Prayer

Together in the Dark

Longing for Light
“O Come, O Come Emmanuel”

Kasey Hitt is a spiritual director near Nashville, Tennessee. A former youth pastor, when Kasey is not 
offering holy listening to adults, she facilitates a middle school girls’ prayer group, teaching contemplative 
ways to pray and read scripture. She’s convinced the world would be a better place if people listened to the 
wisdom of middle school girls! Kasey and Russ enjoy life with 7th grade Lainey, 2nd grade Alex, and their 
1-year-old Russian Blue cat, Birdie. (Enjoy more of Kasey’s creative spiritual practices at 
https://www.khspiritualdirection.com.) 
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Additional Resources
from THE UPPER ROOM

The November/December 2018 issue of devozine 
includes a week of devotions by writers who struggle 
with clinical or seasonal depression and the Christmas 
blues. If you would like to use this issue with your 
group in preparation for a Longest Night service, 
order today at devozine.upperroom.org or call 
800.972.0433.

Blue Christmas, a new Upper Room book by Todd 
Outcalt, offers daily Advent devotions and an outline 
for a congregational Blue Christmas service. Order at 
BlueChristmas.UpperRoom.org.

Also visit BlueChristmas.UpperRoom.org for a 
personal Blue Christmas video prayer service.

https://devozine.upperroom.org/?ad=LongestNight&dept=marketing
https://upperroombooks.com/bluechristmas//?ad=LongestNight&dept=marketing
https://upperroombooks.com/bluechristmas/#prayerservice/?ad=LongestNight&dept=marketing
https://devozine.upperroom.org/?ad=LongestNight&dept=marketing



