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WINTER SOLSTICE CELEBRATION COMPOSITE
BACKGROUND

Background No one's really sure how long ago humans recognized the winter solstice and began heralding it as a turning point -- the day that marks the return of the sun. Many, many cultures the world over perform solstice ceremonies. At their root: an ancient fear that the failing light would never return unless humans intervened with anxious vigil or antic celebration. 

Winter Solstice, the day the sun returns, is one of the most widely celebrated of the earth-based times. Some believe it has been observed as a religious festival for at least 12,000 years. We observed what happened -- the cycles of the light and dark. But inherently people react to what they observe with feelings, fears and needs that are at the core of survival. We may know what happens and even how. We create the meaning through stories and celebrations in all corners of the universe, across religious traditions. 
<><><><><><>
Background: Winter Solstice The Essene Book of Days

  We arrive at the longest night, when the power of the sun is at its lowest point. From this point of Solstice onward, the sun will experience a "rebirth"; that is, each day will see more and more sunlight from this Solstice until Summer Solstice when solar influence will be at its peak.

The ancient peoples used this time of "longest night" to focus on the power of darkness. Not the negative image of darkness, but the richness of that unknown, dark, fertile, deep part in each of us wherein our intuitive, creative forces abide. In modern terms, it is a time for owning one's shadow, so as to transform any negative energy associated with it into the energy of creation and psychic ability. We must accept and know our Darkness before we can fully know our Light.

<><><><><>

Candles and Water: Sacred Water
Sacred water, you who pass from the womb of the Mother into the rain and rivers and back again, you who nourish us and quench our thirst, you who can slip through the cracks and erode even the strongest obstacles, help us now to dive into the depths of the darkest night and ask for a dream. We ask for a dream of healing, a dream to show us where to go in the coming year, a dream to show us what we need to see. Let each of us light a candle upon the water, and speak of a dream, or light the candle on the water in silence.


Light candles 

Blessed water, thank you for easing our journey into the night and back again. Thank you for our dreams and visions, for the light that is born from the womb of darkness. 


From “Birth Chant”,Ouroboros: Seasons of Life by Kay Gardner



From deep warm mother’s darkness, womb of the longest night.

Dark center of the spiral, now turning to the light”

<><><><><>

DIRECTIONS 

Honoring the Directions

We open our gatherings with Honoring the Elements essential in our universe (air, fire, water, earth), and the Directions that call us to embrace the expanse of the universe. You are invited to rise and face the direction as it is called, or you may engage where you are. 

Honoring the Directions in the Spirit of Winter Solstice, Helen Zidowecki, rev. 2013
Spirit of the East, of Air and Energy,  breath of life in the changing of the light.

May ours be the vision of what has been and what yet can be.

With each in-breath of the colder air of winter, rich with its own smells and scenes.
We anticipate the fresh breath of spring.

Spirit of the South, of fire, the burning of the yule log and candles
May ours be the closeness of community in this holy time.
With the warmth that flows from hand to hand 
Let us dance and love with opening hearts, the sun reborn.

Spirit of the West, of water, that even in the midst of winter, connects us all.

May ours be the assurance of things we can do, even ‘walk on water’ in winter.
With the water that nurtures and blesses the universe of which we are a part

We know the fullness of creation in all of its seasons and variations.
Spirit of the North. Of earth, of nighttime and winter. 

May ours be the wisdom of the changing seasons and times.

With smelling the soft pines and hearing Earth sigh as she moves,

We know that we are part of keeping her whole. 

Spirit of the Center, of the Soul, of the past, the present and the future.

May ours be the richness of the darkness before the return of the light.

With anticipation of discoveries and dreams that enrich our lives,

Let us enter the darkness with awareness of new stirrings and growth.
<><><><><><>

Honoring the Directions, Winter Solstice 2014 (Adapted from Essene meditations)
Spirit of the East, of Air and Energy, and the breath of life. 
Sacred darkness slowly yields to newborn light.

As we move outward to share new-found breath of life with all,
May we never forget the inbreath of the Spirit
That nurtured us through the winter’s night.

Spirit of the South, of fire, and the burning of the yule log.

In summer’s fullness we were nourished by your glow, 
The glow now is found within our hearts.

With the first small rays of the sun’s return, may we merge our inner light 

With the light of all the beings.

Spirit of the West, of water, that even in the midst of winter, connects us all.

With the water that nurtures the universe of which we are a part,

May we have new-found awareness of who we truly are.

May we rest in the arms of the unfolding universe that reveals wisdom in its time. 
And may water bring us peace. 
Spirit of the North, Of earth, of nighttime and winter. 

From the calm place at our spiritual center we touch the wisdom of the earth in winter.

Regeneration streams from the holy earth.

We gather the lessons that empower us 

To channel this life-giving earth force for the good of all beings.

UNISON Spirit of the Center, of the Soul, of the past, the present and the future.

May ours be the richness of the darkness before the return of the light.

As the long night slowly yields to day, may our steps carry us forward.

The winter teaches of inner abundance, inner completeness,

As we  prepare for the outer learning that the new year brings.

<><><><><>

Winter Solstice: How to Celebrate the Return of Light   
By Michelle Greene  - https://flowingfree.org/winter-solstice-celebrate-light/       2018

To the winds of the east, the power of the rising sun. Thank you for the gift of a new day, fresh opportunities, energy, and inspiration. We ask you to place light in our hearts and on our path.

To the winds of the south, the power of warmth and the spark of life. Thank you for igniting creativity and passion. We ask that you melt our fears and kindle our desire to engage in the world through our deeper purpose.

To the winds of the west, the power of the setting sun. Thank you for reminding us to rest and go within. We ask that you help us transform and heal, to release old patterns and gain a deeper understanding of ourselves.

To the winds of the north, the power of wisdom and stability. Thank you for a firm foundation to build upon. We ask for courage and strength to face the uncertainties of life and protection from the harshness of life.

Father Sky, thank you for the spirit of creation. We ask that your sun, moon, and stars shine their light upon the world and help us see clearly in dark times.

Mother Earth, thank you for all your nourishment and blessings. We ask that you help us become better able to reciprocate your unconditional love and heighten our awareness of how all life is interconnected.

The light within, thank you for your divine inspiration. We ask that you help us connect more deeply with ourselves, to trust our hearts wisdom, and honor our spirit.”

<><><><><>

CHALICE READINGS

Dark and Light Together  Helen Zidowecki, 2020
Lighting

From the darkening days of the winter, the weight of the pandemic and isolation, 

Come with rich appreciation of ourselves and our gifts, and compassion for each other.

Come with the hope of increasing light, strength to weather challenges, and evoke change.

Challenges of the rich dark and the embracing light exist together, enhancing and complimenting the other in our lives. 

Extinguishing

Never totally one, never totally the other

Always existing together, moving together, betwixt and between. 

Changing through the year, some times darker, some times lighter.

Bonded companions, where there is one there is the support of the other.    

READINGS  FROM UUCC
“Solstice” by Marilyn Gordon, 7 December 2012
Days

grow shorter.

The Light retreats

while the darkness gathers.

The world grows ever colder.

Deep nocturnal shadows fill my soul.

Yet with longest night remains hope

joyful days will yet return

as renewed and reborn

the waxing sunlight

journeys again

home.
Dark & Light:  I've learned that Dark & Light are relative terms.  In our darkest times we have lessons to learn that add to our light.  Like when I first turn off the last light in the room it SEEMS completely dark - but soon my eyes adjust and I can see objects the "darkness" was hiding.  It is only after we have gained a bit of distance from our darkest times that we begin to see the lessons learned there.       Jean Sizelove  Dec. 2020
Solstice by Nance Caldwell, December 2020

Creeping, creeping, light returns,

One minute at a round.

My soul rejoices, that minute,

that precious minute, gleams.

The darkness knows its place,

it bows to that tiny minute.

But the darkness also owns the winter.

And so the precious minute and the winter’s dark 

balance their glorious time:

And the solstice resounds.

Winter Solstice has been celebrated throughout history by many cultures. It is a powerful time to come together, quiet our minds, settle our bodies, and open our hearts to the great mystery of the darkest night on our annual journey around the sun. Solstice is a great time to look deeply at what is most nourishing in our lives and to set fresh intentions for the new year, maybe even letting go of the baggage we have carried all year, helping us to be FREE!       
Thich Nhat Hanh reminds us: "We have a lamp inside us. The lamp is our breathing, our steps, and our peaceful smile... Our practice is to light up the lamp."         Lorna Doone and Marty Soule  December 2020
OTHER READINGS

Emmeshed, Entangled, Entwined: Winter Solstice, Yule, Christmas

[I am not sure of the origin. I may have written it in Dec. 2016, based on various sources. Helen Zidowecki]

The daylight is shortening. How far into the dark depths will we go?

Come, dance and build bonfires to call back the light, lest it be lost forever.

From the darkness, may the Sun hear our cry, and forsake us not.

Hark, the dark descent seems to have stopped! 

The Sun has responded and started a slow return. 

The Winter Solstice must be ours to watch, in case the Sun leaves again.

And, indeed, each year the Sun does retreat,

And the urgency of the Solstice comes over us,

Until we dance and sing and have bonfires to call it back.

If it happens again and again, what is truly the impact of our dancing and bonfires? 

Is celebration the cause of the return, a necessary desperate action?

Or do we celebrate to recognize the time of Yule, the turning of the Wheel of the Year?
Solstice presents the urgency of creating or coaxing a change at a moment in time.

Yule gives time to contemplate and celebrate the change that occurs in spite of us.

From both, indeed, comes renewal and rebirth, hope out of despair.
The Yule is for the earth’s resting, germination of seeds, and preparation for Summertime.

Yule may be said to stretch from Samhain to Beltane, or at least until Twelfth Night.

From this come tales of gods being reborn, of balance of seasons, of the human spirit.

No wonder the early Christian church usurped this mid-winter phenomenon!

From our earth cycle Wheel of the Year, to the overlays of celebrations around light,

May the rich message of hope, of transition, of the eternal Wheel be yours this year. 

<><><><><>

Moving Through  Solstice 

From  Samhain (November  1) to Solstice (December 21) is a time of decreasing light
an encouragement to inner reflection. From Solstice to Imbolc (February) is awareness of the increasing light and awakening. Let us hear selections are from Essene Book of Days (Any year) around Winter Solstice. 

Moving toward  the Solstice, into the 

Darkness 

Each life upon this earthly plane 

Knows beginning and  knows ending. 

Each turn of the yearly wheel as well 

Brings birth and death. 

Each breath I take reminds me, too, 

That I must die each moment 

So as to bring a blessed newness 

To the next breath that I take. 

For if each outbreath ends in death, 

Each inbreath sees me born anew, 

And present to that moment. 

      (11.1-12.21 Fri. Morn.) 

Moving from the Solstice, into the Light
As the clear winter water 

Nourishes the seed within the earth, 

I am nourished by the new-found awareness 
of who I truly am. 

This awareness has not yet fully matured, 

And I rest content in the arms of the 

unfolding universe which will reveal all 

wisdom in its time. 

The Power of the unmanifest even now 

works within my spiritual heart. 

And I am at peace. 
(12.22-1.31 Thurs. Morn.)

<><><><><>

 “Noticing the World Around Us” by Tamara Star, adapted
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/tamara-star/life-lessons_b_4410022.html Formatted as a Shared Reading among participants

Begin to access this fertile time by heightening our senses, slowing down to taste, hear, smell, notice and feel the abundance of winter takes practice. 

Ease into winter mornings lighting a candle as you sit waiting for the darkness to fade. There's something about striking that match, hearing the sound of the flame, the smell of the smoke and feeling the warmth of the candle that makes welcoming the day intentionally.

When we take care of ourselves through the winter months and take note of nature's dormant period, we emerge into the springtime recharged and refreshed and larger than before.
Intentionally take in the many colors of the winter landscape: the gray ice, the blue cast over new snow during sunset, even the many shades of black deep within a frozen pond seem exciting to eyes starved of summertime greens.

Purposely exposing ourselves to the ever-changing light of a short day feeds our senses in a way that makes the winter famine months seem abundant. Lavender morning skies, brief pink sunrises before thick snow clouds take over, and the squid ink black of the winter night set behind silver stars are all vitamins for the soul.

The birds that remain behind sing a song of sweetness that goes unnoticed during springtime mating staccatos. Snow crunching underfoot, ice cracking and the sweet sound of rich silence that blankets the world when the snow falls are all here for the hearing.

Utilizing the season's temperature as a signal that it's okay to enter the cave, nest and seek nurturance allows our body's primal need to recharge, rest and be protected from the elements. 
It's when we buck the natural rhythm of nature that we find ourselves exhausted, sick and depressed.

Surrendering to the warmth of the hearth, cooking heavier more complicated recipes and indulging in the immune-supporting flavors of oily, sweet, salty and sour naturally balance and enhance our digestive fire, the key to balanced living and health.

Gathering family and friends together over hearty homemade winter meals will feed not only your appetite, but also your heart and soul during this time of nature's slumber.

The winter season may feel stark and empty, but beneath its deceptive surface, there is a rich landscape of fertility leading us towards springtime.

Once again, spring will return, and when she arrives, we'll be ready -- seeds bursting with life-force after quietly and obediently hiding beneath her winter cloak.
<><><><><>

The Nourishing Dark by Richard Gilbert 

We pause in holy quiet of the nourishing dark. 

In winter's embrace, the nights are long and dark. 

We miss the sparkling daylight hours, 

the long days of brightness and activity. 

We yearn for their swift return, and wonder if we can wait, 

Or if our patience will at last give out. 

We forget the nourishing dark at our peril. 

There is mystery in the dark to be probed. 

There is the adventure of that which cannot be known, 

Cannot be seen, can only be experienced in the soul. 

There is deepness in the dark, impenetrable and inviting. 

In the darkness we rest our bodies and our souls; 

we escape that which distracts and confuses. 

We come face to face with ourselves. 

We come into the deep places of our being. 

Darkness is not mere absence of light. 

Darkness is not simply an interval between days. 

Darkness is the softness of things, 

the blessed quiet of the night. 

May we not bemoan the dark, but relish it. 

May we feel its powerful presence 

and rejoice in its mystical embrace. 

May we celebrate the deep and nourishing dark

<><><><><>
Time of Darkness

This is the time of darkness. This is a time when the darkness has (seemingly) overcome the light

and loss and dread is more a presence than the presence of life.

Yet, there is still the light, always vulnerable, always fragile.

Extinguishable - but a light that cannot be kept out as long

as human beings seek it.

This seeking

This hope

This hope,

held tenuously with us is the human 

and holy spirit alive

Living.

Living well.

Rev. Martha Newman

<><><><><>

To Go Into the Dark by Wendell Berry
To go into the dark with a light

is to know the light.

To know the dark, go dark,

go without sight.

And find

that the dark too

blooms and sings

and is traveled by dark feet and dark wings.

-- Wendell Berry
STORIES

Holly King and Oak King
The Sun God may also known as the Horned God. He is actually twin gods, Holly King and Oak King, known as one complete entity. Each of the twin gods rule for half of a year, fights for the favor of the Goddess, and dies. But the defeated twin is not truly dead, he merely withdraws for six months to the enchanted realm of the Goddess Arianrhod. She is the goddess of the astral skies and rules as goddess of reincarnation. Her castle is the Aurora Borealis, where the god must wait and learn before being born again from the Goddess. The golden Oak King, who is the light twin, rules from midwinter to midsummer. The darksome Holly King rules the dark half of the year from Midsummer to Midwinter.
Yule is when the God is born to the Goddess. It is the longest night of the year, a time to:

Revere the dark and celebrate the light,

Honor the God who is reborn and remind us of rebirth and continuing recycling,

Honor the Mother and all mothers

Banish the old year and begin the new. 
Rebirth of the Sun, Starhawk in Circle Round , adapted by Helen Zidowecki. “Mother Darkness” is used for “Night” in this version.  The story is included in the Tapestry of Faith, at http://www.uua.org/re/tapestry/children/loveguide/session11/sessionplan/stories/168878.shtml
It was the middle of the winter, and the sun had grown very old. All year long the sun had worked very hard, rising and setting day after day. All year long the sun had fed everyone on earth, shining and shining, giving energy to the trees and the flowers and the grasses so they could grow and feed the animals and birds and insects and people. All year the sun’s gravity held tight to the spinning ball of the earth and the twirling ball of the moon and the other whirling planets and their moons as they traveled around and around and around. 

Now the poor tired sun could barely make it up in the morning and after a very short time, needed to sleep again. So the days grew shorter and the nights grew longer, until the day was so short it was hardly worth getting up for.

Night, or Mother Darkness, felt sorry for the sun. “Come to my arms and rest,” she said. “I am your mother. You were born out of my darkness, billions of years ago, and you will return to me when all things end. Let me cradle you now, as I shelter every galaxy and star in the universe. 

So Mother Darkness wrapped her great arms around the sun, and the night was very long indeed. 

When the night went on so long, people began worry. They started to sing songs to the sun. They lit candles and floated them on water. Each flame was a little spark of the sun’s fire. 
The sun saw the flames of the candles and heard the singing and praising and began to feel a little warmer. All through the night, the sun, safely wrapped in the arms of Mother Darkness, grew younger and younger. 

Early in the morning, all of the people climbed a high hill and faced the direction of sunrise. They waited to see if the sun would return. The sky began to turn from black to indigo to blue. Slowly the sky grew light. A golden glow crept over the horizon. Mother Darkness opened her great arms and in a burst of brightness, the sun appeared, new and strong and shining. 

Winter Solstice is the celebration of the birth of the Sun, the divine child of the Goddess. In our own lives, this longest night can be a time of divination, of journeying deep into our inner dreamtime, to bring forth a dream that can help us in the years to come.

Sun Praise:  (Tune of Greensleeves)
What night is this, so long and dark,
On which we feel such a yearning-
As earth is sleeping, her seedlings keeping,
While toward the sun she's turning?
This, this is Solstice night
When dark surrenders to the light.
Hope! Hope for all who live.
This night the sun is born anew.
<><><><><><
Solstice to Christmas? 
It was a public holiday celebrated around December 25th in the family home, a time for feasting, goodwill, generosity to the poor, the exchange of gifts and the decoration of trees. This was Saturnalia, the pagan Roman winter solstice festival that originated as a farmer’s festival to mark the end of the autumn planting season in honor of Saturn (satus means sowing) several hundred years before the birth of Jesus. 

December 25th was also a Roman civil holiday honoring the cult of sol invicta. With its origins in Syria and the monotheistic cult of Mithras, sol invicta had similarities to the worship of Jesus and was introduced into the Roman empire in AD 274 by Emperor Aurelian (214-275), who effectively made it a state religion, putting its emblem on Roman coins. 

Christmas apparently started – like Saturnalia – in Rome, and spread to the eastern Mediterranean. Alongside Christian and other pagan festivals, Saturnalia continued to be celebrated. Constantine, the first Christian emperor, was brought up in the sol invicta cult, in what was by then already a predominantly monotheist empire. The conversion of Emperor Constantine to Christianity ended Roman persecution of Christians and began imperial patronage of the Christian churches. The earliest known reference to Christmas commemorating the birth of Christ on December 25th is in the Roman calendar of 354 – almost four hundred years after Jesus lived. 
At the root of Solstice is an ancient fear that the failing light would never return unless humans intervened with vigils or celebration. Conversely then, light holds the sense of survival, rescue or salvation. And, perhaps, our impulse to hold onto certain traditions today -- candles, evergreens, feasting and generosity -- are echoes of a past that extends many thousands of years further than we ever before imagined. Religious traditions, including Christianity, build on the imagery of Winter Solstice, such as of Jesus as the Light of the World -- one of many stories around light and dark! Let us enjoy the Solstice with its various stories and interpretations, ever remembering that the essence of our very lives is connection with the universal cycles darkness and light.
<><><><><>

Winter”, Greta Crosby, Singing the Living Tradition #543 (One reader or responsive reading)
Let us not wish away the winter. It is a season to itself, not simply the way to spring.
When trees rest, growing no leaves, gathering no light, they let in sky and trace themselves delicately against dawns and sunsets.

The clarity and brilliance of the winter sky delight. The loom of fog softens edges, lulls the eyes and ears of the quiet, awakens by risk the unquiet. A low dark sky can snow, emblem of individuality, liberality, and aggregate power. Snow invites to contemplation and to sport.

Winter is a table set with ice and starlight.

Winter dark tends to warm light: fire and candle,- winter cold to hugs and huddles; winter want to gifts and sharing; winter danger to visions, plans, and common endeav​oring—and the zest of narrow escapes; winter tedium to merry​making.

Let us therefore praise winter, rich in beauty, challenge, and [possibilities].

Resources:
The White Goddess: Stonewylde http://www.thewhitegoddess.co.uk/the_wheel_of_the_year/yule_-_winter_solstice.asp
THE DARKEST TIME OF THE YEAR  (IS NOT ON THE SOLSTICE)

WHEN IS THE EARLIEST SUNSET?
By Bob Berman  https://www.almanac.com/when-darkest-time-year
December 3, 2020
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When is the earliest sunset of the year? Many folks think it’s on the winter solstice. But the darkest days are actually now—in early December! Bob Berman explains this phenomenon.

To most of us in North America, this is a dark time of year and the sunsets come early. It might surprise you to learn that the earliest sunsets come several weeks before the winter solstice, not on the solstice, as many would guess.

This puzzles people, but in fact it’s a reliable yearly sequence.

· First comes the earliest sunset, in early December.

· Then there’s the winter solstice half a month later on December 21 in the Northern Hemisphere, the day with the fewest minutes of daylight.

· Finally, another two weeks later, in early January, we get our murkiest morning—the latest sunrise.

So we’re now slam bang at the low point of afternoon sunshine. And since far more people are awake and aware of things at 4:30 PM than they are at 6 in the morning, in a very real sense you can forget about the solstice and the official “shortest day of the year” in terms of daylight. 

THE DARKEST TIME OF YEAR

So far as what most folks actually experience, THIS is the darkest time of the year. 

For example, in Boston, the Sun started setting at 4:11 p.m. two days ago, and won’t set later, at 4:12 p.m., until Dec. 14. 

Of course, the degree of darkness varies, depending on how far north you live. As for the time the clock reads at sunset—this also depends on how far east or west your home sits, relative to your standard time zone.

· For northern latitudes, the earliest sunsets of the year happen around December 7.  Think about 40 degrees latitude, so New York City; Philadelphia, Kansas City, Denver, and Reno. 

· If you live in the southernmost U.S., or a comparable latitude (about 25 or 26 degrees N. latitude), your earliest sunsets are in late November.

· Drive just an hour east from where you are right now, and the Sun sets ten minutes earlier. That’s because going east around the Earth’s curve makes your western horizon rise up to block the Sun sooner.

· Go a mere 35 miles east, and the sun sets five minutes earlier.

In my region, which is the rural Northeastern US, the very earliest sunsets happen for those who indeed live both north AND east—namely, along the upper coast of Maine.

YOUR SUNSET TIME?

Test this out See when your sun starts setting. Try putting in two days ago, and then today, and one week from now!

Here’s the Almanac’s Sunrise & Sunset Calculator.

Why is the earliest sunset well before the winter solstice? 

To put it simply, it all reflects the reality that tropical sunsets hardly vary throughout the year, while polar sunsets change wildly through the seasons. If you lived right smack on the equator, like in Quito, Ecuador, your minutes of daylight would never budge throughout the year, not even by one second.

By contrast, our northern friends in Canada and Alaska experience the most radically short days in December.

But wherever you live, before winter eve starts, afternoons will start getting brighter!

<><><><><>
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[image: image3.jpg]WINTER SoLSTICE BLESSING

MAY THE LONGEST NIGHT AND THE SHORTEST DAY,
BRING REST T0 YOUR MIND AND SOUL, | PRAY.
MAY YOU FIND GUIDANCE AND MAY YOU FIND PEACE,
AS THE CYCLE OF LIGHT WILL SLOWLY INCREASE.
EMBRACE THE MAGIC THAT THE DARKNESS BEARS,
BREATH DEEP IN THE CHILL AND SHIFT IN THE AIR.
MAY YOU ALWAYS BE BLESSED WITH THE LIGHT FROM WITHIN,
AND MAY WELL-BEING BE YOURS AS THE NEW CYCLE BEGINS.




 Closing Words –Helen Zidowecki
May the blessing of the Solstice be upon you.

May you take the rich dreams and comfort from the quiet dark with you.

May you rejoice in the light that brings forth the richness of your being.

May the energies of the Elements and the Directions go with you into the week.

And return again next Sunday as the Wheel of the Earth moves forward.
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