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Growing up in Hastings, Nebraska, our family loyally attended Sunday School classes and worship. 
Daddy was an elder (Disciples of Christ) and an adult Sunday School class teacher. He was also the 
chair of the building committee when the church was preparing to build a new structure. Mom served on 
the bereavement committee and hosted many post-funeral dinners for families. She and I took food to 
shut-ins and visited with them in their homes (her homemade bread and baked goods were something 
out of this world).

At the age of 10, I felt God’s presence shaping my life more than ever. One summer Sunday morning 
at worship, unbeknownst to my parents, I was compelled to walk forward to the altar at the end of 
the service. At that moment, I stood next to our pastor and gave my life to Christ. Soon after that 
extraordinary day, I began my music ministry, playing piano for the elementary level Sunday School 
classes and serving God’s church in other capacities. Before Christmas that year, an idea inspired me 
to do something special for my parents and three brothers on Christmas Eve. I planned a mini-worship 
service, complete with scriptures, carols, and other service elements; and I typed six bulletins for the 
family using our Royal typewriter (non-electric). Does this date me or what?!! I diligently practiced the 
Christmas carols on our piano in the living room to prepare for Christmas Eve. 

Christmas Eve arrived, and our family gathered in the living room with the flocked Christmas tree all 
aglow and festive-looking presents underneath it. This was where we had our little family service. My 
youngest brother, totally indifferent to the service, was very eager to fast-forward the evening to the part 
where we opened presents. At intervals during the service, he made this known; and Mom continued 
to reassure him that “we will get to the opening of the presents after Peggy is finished!” Finally, at the 
conclusion of the service, my brother stood up and shouted with glee, “Now, can we PUHLLLLLLEASE 
open our presents?” We simultaneously burst out with laughter. Guess you had to “be there” to 
appreciate the humor of that moment, but I still remember it and treasure it. 

Mom and Daddy and two of my three brothers went to be with the Lord, and my oldest brother and I 
remain in our immediate family of six. I cherish the memories of times we spent together as a family, and 
I especially remember that Christmas in 1964 as being the BEST CHRISTMAS EVER. It helped shape 
my life as a Christian and a servant to God and His church.

Mark 1:1
This is the beginning of the good news about Jesus Christ, God’s Son.

NOVEMBER 29
Peggy Graff

When you are waiting, and waiting and waiting

WELCOME TO OUR 2021 ADVENT DEVOTIONAL
Please join us each day as we focus on the joys of the season that often come from unexpected 
places and unlikely circumstances, just as they did when Jesus was born. 

By adding The Best Christmas Ever to our thoughts and prayers throughout the Advent Season, 
we prepare our hearts and minds for the celebration of the Christ child entering the world.



NOVEMBER 30
Dr. Mike Marshall

Among the many pleasing Christmas experiences and memories I have is one that comes from 1977.  
And it is an important reminder that the gifts we offer to the Christ Child do not need to be perfect!
After two years of college, I changed my major from Business to Christian Education and announced to 
my parents that I wanted to pursue a call to ordained ministry.  Upon hearing about this, the pastor of my 
small United Methodist Church invited me to do a Children’s Message when I came home for Christmas 
break.  I was excited and nervous, because this would be my first opportunity to “lead worship” in front of 
my teachers and neighbors who watched me grow up.

I thought a lot about the message I wanted to share, and what kind of supportive visuals would be 
helpful.  I convinced my Mom to wrap a big box with festive paper and a holiday bow.  On the Sunday 
morning between Christmas and New Year’s, I sat with my family in the front of the sanctuary that seated 
about 200 people.  There were a number of young children close by who were sitting with their families.  
When my time came, I walked to the front with my gift box and sat down on the steps.  Amazingly, my 
nerves settled quickly and I actually had fun using the box to illustrate the gift of God’s love that we enjoy 
and receive in the birth of Jesus.  In my mind… I was articulate, insightful and deeply moving.  I returned 
to my seat with a smile on my face, trying not to high-five myself for my rousing success.  I sat next to 
one of my younger brothers, who looked me in the eye and said, “Nice job, Bro.  But next time… you’ll 
probably want to actually INVITE THE CHILDREN TO COME UP AND JOIN YOU!”

At any age in our lives, perfection is always elusive.  And sometimes our learning moments happen 
in public (yikes!).  One of the gifts of God’s presence is an indwelling awareness of the wonder and 
amazement of growth, and the realization that life is always more meaningful when we invite others to 
join us.  That invitation will always guarantee us having a “Best Christmas Ever!”… over, and over, and 
over again.

John 1:1-5
In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God. The Word was with 
God in the beginning. Everything came into being through the Word, and without the Word nothing came 
into being. What came into being 4through the Word was life, and the life was the light for all people. The 
light shines in the darkness, and the darkness doesn’t extinguish the light.
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DECEMBER 1

The best Christmas I ever had was many years ago — where two of my cousins’ families (both on 
my mom’s side) came to visit us in Fort Worth for the holidays. It was special not just because I never 
before nor again since had the experience of so many extended family members all getting together in 
one place at the same time, but because of all the fun we cousins got to have hanging out and playing 
together in a dynamic experience that would never again be seen. Whether it was an evening of hide-
and-seek outside in the dark around the 1/2 acre property, or inside playing board games and watching 
TV, or eating delicious food, I remember us all having a great time of it. That same visit, I recall that once 
or twice we reconvened up at my grand-parent’s home, which was in north Fort Worth, near the lake. I 
remember us five cousins (my younger sister and I, then James, Elizabeth, and her younger brother 
John) having to come up with ways to entertain ourselves without drawing too much negative attention 
from the adults, who would mainly be conversing in the living room. We spent some time drawing 
funny pictures on the whiteboard in the guest bedroom, played around outside, watched a TV show in 
the master bedroom on a tiny TV set, and tried sneaking food from the kitchen. Then it was Christmas 
morning and how great it was — all of us there in the living room giving and receiving gifts from each 
other with the brisk Christmassy air outside, the fire in the fireplace burning away inside, a festive 
tree with ornaments and lights. We had warm wassail to drink. Our dog, a miniature cocker spaniel, 
was enjoying the goings-on as much as anybody else. It was the best Christmas ever! The End.

Isaiah 9:6-7
A child is born to us, a son is given to us, and authority will be on his shoulders. He will be named 
Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Eternal Father, Prince of Peace. There will be vast authority and 
endless peace for David’s throne and for his kingdom, establishing and sustaining it with justice and 
righteousness now and forever. The zeal of the Lord of heavenly forces will do this.
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DECEMBER 2

One Best Christmas Ever is hard to pinpoint. Gift giving is one of my favorite things. Giving surprise and 
creative gifts is also one of my favorite things. One year I knitted a teddy bear for my sister. I told her 
the whole time I was making it, that it was for our cousin, so when she opened it she was so surprised. 
Growing up we had a ceramic nativity set. It was from Mott’s 5 &10 cent store, purchased by my parents 
in the late 60’s. There is nothing fancy about it but I love it. I have always let my mom know that one day I 
would like for it to be mine. I would admire it on her mantle and patiently wait until it would be mine. 

One Christmas, several years after I got married, my mom handed me a gift and simply said “open it 
carefully”. It was the nativity! She had written a note about where she had purchased it and how much 
it was. It was in the same tin container she always kept it in. I think some of the tissue paper might even 
be the same. I had not even noticed that it wasn’t on her mantle that year. It is one of the things about 
Christmas that I cherish every year, now, in my own home. My children have grown up with it and maybe 
someday it will pass to one of them.

Christmas is not about receiving gifts but that year there was a moment in time when I realized how 
much my mom knew about me without me even saying a word. I was so surprised to receive the nativity 
set and when she is no longer with us it is one of the things that I will always remember about her.

John 1:16-18
From his fullness we have all received grace upon grace; as the Law was given through Moses, so grace 
and truth came into being through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God. God the only Son, who is at 
the Father’s side, has made God known.
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DECEMBER 3
Rev. Gena Anderson

I have to admit that I am the worst at waiting. It’s not something that I like to confess but it’s the truth. 
One of the clearest examples of this problem with patience and waiting is when I was about eight years 
old. From a young age, I always liked to sneak around the house looking for my Christmas presents from 
my parents so that I could figure out if they had gotten me the thing that I really wanted, the present that I 
had been “patiently” waiting months to receive.

Starting around the age of 5, in the weeks leading up to Christmas, I would frantically search all over the 
house to try to find where my parents had hidden the Christmas packages for me and my brother. For 
several years, I didn’t find a single package in my house but when I was eight years old, I hit the jackpot!  
I found the secret hiding spot and I decided that it was a good idea to unwrap every single package that 
had my name on it and then re-wrap the packages back while my parents were out for the night. For 
weeks, I thought I had gotten away with my crime. I thought my parents were none the wiser about what 
I had done. But then about a week before Christmas, when I heard my mom yell my full name, I knew 
that I was busted. My ruse was over and I was going to be in some of the biggest trouble of my life. My 
mom muttered the line that no kid ever wants to hear. She said, “Gena, I’m not angry with you, I’m just 
very disappointed in you.” For the next week, I felt horrible about what I’d done. I knew that I had been 
bad at waiting. I knew that I had disappointed my parents. But all of that paled in comparison to how I felt 
on that Christmas morning when I got to open my packages. It turned out to be my worst Christmas ever 
because by being impatient, I had ruined the best part of Christmas…the joy at opening the long-awaited 
gift that you had been hoping for. 

We are in the midst of the Christian liturgical season of waiting. Ironically, since I was a young adult, 
Advent has become one of my favorite seasons of the Christian liturgical year. Probably because I’m 
still not that great at waiting. I have gotten better at it but I’m still not the best. I love that there is a whole 
season set aside where we are called to be still and to patiently wait for the birth of the Christ child. As 
we celebrate Advent this year, I encourage you to slow down and be still. To block out the noise of the 
world and to ponder what a difference Christ makes in your daily life. To rediscover your childlike wonder 
for the joy that Christmas brings. To remember that Christ is the greatest gift that the world has ever been 
given and our call as Christians is to spread that joy to all we encounter along the way not just one day a 
year but every day. 

Luke 1:26-29
God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a city in Galilee, to a virgin who was engaged to a man named 
Joseph, a descendant of David’s house. The virgin’s name was Mary. When the angel came to her, he 
said, “Rejoice, favored one! The Lord is with you!” She was confused by these words and wondered what 
kind of greeting this might be.
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DECEMBER 4
Rev. Lance Marshall

My “Best Christmas Ever” occurred a little over a decade ago. I was in my mid-twenties, and my maternal 
grandmother, “Dotsie,” had just turned 90. I had recently purchased a small audio recorder, and I 
happened to have it with me one evening. I spontaneously had the idea that it would be fun to sit with 
Dotsie, ask her questions, and have her tell stories while I recorded our conversation. For hours, we sat 
together as I asked her questions about all that had occurred in the 90 years of her life. She told stories 
about her childhood that I had never heard and shared so much about my grandfather, an amazing man 
who died long before I was born. We were at her sister’s house, and my cousin ran to grab the oldest 
photo albums she could find. We sat with Dotsie as she went through the photos, naming the people in 
them, the circumstances behind them, and so much of the backstory of our family that I had never heard 
before. I kept checking and re-checking that my recorder was still working, not wanting to miss out on 
any of this priceless time.

Looking back, that Christmas was one of the last times that Dotsie would have been able to have a long, 
in-depth conversation full of details and recollection. She is in heaven now, reunited with her beloved 
husband and so many of the relatives in those pictures. I miss her terribly, but I have her voice on those 
recordings. I have hours of hearing her speak, speaking with me, about the family she knew and loved so 
well. Recording our talk was a simple, spontaneous idea, but it’s made such a difference for me. It could 
have happened at any time, but the fact that it occurred at Christmas makes it even more special.

Luke 1:30-33
The angel said, “Don’t be afraid, Mary. God is honoring you. Look! You will conceive and give birth to a 
son, and you will name him Jesus. He will be great and he will be called the Son of the Most High. The 
Lord God will give him the throne of David his father. He will rule over Jacob’s house forever, and there 
will be no end to his kingdom.”

When you are waiting, and waiting and waiting



DECEMBER 6
Elaine Johnson

My family always spent Christmas Eve with my dad’s family. He has five siblings and there are 13 
grandchildren and this particular year there were also 3-4 great grandchildren. We only saw my cousins 
a few times a year even though all but 4 of us lived in the Fort Worth area. The other four lived in Georgia 
but were here this particular year. In 1983 the oldest three cousins were married and had children, the 
rest of us were high school or middle school age, with the exception of my sister, who was in college. The 
three oldest cousins are boys and loved picking on us younger ones, we took it in stride and gave it right 
back to them most of the time.

My Granny and Granddaddy were both still alive and always insisted on purchasing something for each 
of their children and every grand or great grand. My dad and his siblings drew names and everyone 
purchased something for Granny and Granddaddy. You can imagine the pile of gifts that was under 
their tree, which was never more than 5 feet tall. It was usually a cedar tree that they cut down from 
somewhere around their lot. They lived across the street from Lake Weatherford, so not a lot of options. 

My grandparents were getting up in age on this particular Christmas and we were all very attentive to 
their opening gifts. My Grandaddy would pull out his pocket knife to break the tape on the gifts and nearly 
poke Granny every time. We were very concerned but he had absolutely no clue what the giggles and 
gasps were for that were coming from us kids. He would just keep opening. One of the adults would 
usually try and police the wrapping paper but for some reason this year it seemed to be everywhere. 
Their living room was not super large and we were all sitting in a large circle around the perimeter. 

The gift opening had come to a close and from out of nowhere a paper wad was thrown at my sister. What 
do you do?! You find a piece of paper, wad it up, and throw it back! An all-out war broke out between the 
cousins and a few of my uncles. The aunts were scrambling to make sure young children were out of the 
way and Granny tried to protect her mantle clock. The cousins finally got kicked out of the house, Granny 
was too worried we would break something. To the back yard we went and the paper fight continued for 
several more minutes. The paper finally fell apart and then we had the task of picking it all up.

To this day, nearly 40 years later we ALL still talk about this Christmas. The oldest boys still pick on the 
rest of us and we still pick back. We see each other a lot more often now than we did growing up, we all 
have kids of our own and some even have grands and a great grand or two! It is possible that some day 
we will witness another paper wad fight and I guarantee we would ALL be involved.

Luke 1:34-35
 Then Mary said to the angel, “How will this happen since I haven’t had sexual relations with a man?”
The angel replied, “The Holy Spirit will come over you and the power of the Most High will overshadow 
you. Therefore, the one who is to be born will be holy. He will be called God’s Son.

When things don’t go as planned



DECEMBER 7
Melinda Smoot

My very favorite “Christmas Fail” memory was of the year of the highly uncharacteristic White 
Christmas in Fort Worth, Texas. My oldest daughter, Kristen, who had gone very far away to school to 
Purdue, was home for the first time. (And not that happy to see the snow.) Ali, my youngest daughter, 
was a second grader.

The girls and I baked cookies together that afternoon with Christmas music blaring as the snow fell in 
huge, cottony flakes outside the kitchen window. Our house was decorated to the nines, inside and 
out, and when the snow stopped falling, our 1932 bungalow looked like a Currier and Ives Christmas 
card. When we got word that the Christmas Eve services at church were canceled, and all of our other 
Christmas plans were similarly snuffed, we all put on our pajamas, made hot cocoa and popcorn, and 
settled in to watch “It’s A Wonderful Life.”

Afterward, we bundled up, layering outerwear over our PJs, and went for a walk in the snow. There were 
no footprints except ours, and no tire tracks. It was a silent, holy night, and I remember stopping, taking 
a deep breath, and being so thankful for all of it — my family, my own wonderful life, our cozy home, and 
all our many blessings. We marveled together at the quiet, beautiful blanket that had tucked our entire 
neighborhood in for the night, and I went to sleep as content as I think I have ever been. 

Luke 1:36-37
Look, even in her old age, your relative Elizabeth has conceived a son. This woman who was labeled 
‘unable to conceive’ is now six months pregnant. Nothing is impossible for God.”

When things don’t go as planned



DECEMBER 8
Allison Alvarado

Believe it or not my best Christmas was in 2020. As I reflected on past seasons I was able to recall so 
many cherished traditions, fun times with friends and family, parties, gifts, music, advent devotionals, 
moving candlelight services — all of the things that I look forward to every year. But nothing stood out as 
something as truly unique and spiritual as this past year.

The truth is, some of my most meaningful experiences happen when the unexpected occurs. Well, 2020 
certainly provided that opportunity! While there are many things that I truly love about all the gatherings 
and traditions, they also come with responsibility. And, if I’m not careful I can get overwhelmed by over-
committing or even get stuck in a rut from predictability. I think what was so special about last Christmas 
was that we were relieved of some of the responsibilities that come with the season while still getting to 
celebrate what’s most important and beautiful about it — in a completely different way. My favorite part 
by far was the drive-in parking lot Christmas Eve service. The shadow puppet show projected onto the 
Justin Building. The beautiful music. The laughter (“Honk for Jesus!”). The lighted bell towers. The staff 
greeting everyone and handing out candles. Hanging out the window of my husband’s truck excitedly 
waving at people I hadn’t seen in months.

I experienced the joy, hope, peace and love of Christmas that night in a way that I don’t recall ever 
feeling before. I think we were all starving to celebrate the birth of Christ with our church, AT our church, 
and the staff did an amazing job feeding that need and pulling off a service that spoke to all of us 
through creativity and love. I hope everyone involved knows how special and memorable they made that 
Christmas for me and for so many families! Best Christmas ever, indeed!

Luke 1:38
Then Mary said, “I am the Lord’s servant. Let it be with me just as you have said.” Then the angel left her.

When things don’t go as planned



DECEMBER 9
Rev. Phyllis Barren

 In a recent sermon, Dr. Bruster referred to a famous Dickens quotation: “It was the best of times; it was 
the worst of times.” Our Christmas of 2012 wasn’t the worst or the best; it was difficult and wonderful. 
As a mother, I wanted to make Christmas a wonderful time for my children, a time of reflection, awe, joy, 
love and fun. But, as the saying goes, sometimes life gets in the way.

I come from a long line of worriers, and when our dog Luke didn’t seem to be himself, I took him to the 
vet thinking they would give him a pill and reassure me so I could stop worrying. But when I saw the look 
on the vet’s face, I knew something was seriously wrong. He told me Luke had days, maybe weeks but 
not months to live. He was the only dog our family had had, and he watched my twins grow up. I didn’t 
tell them for a few days, wanting to spare them those days of pain and give myself time to deal with my 
own feelings of grief before attending to theirs.

My daughter, even and especially in times of difficulty, finds a project and gets “the boys” to help her. 
During the last days of his life, she took nearly a hundred pictures of Luke, one of which is framed and 
holds a place of honor with other family pictures. That picture and the album they created reminds me of 
the love the whole family expressed to Luke and to each other that Christmas.

The only time we left Luke alone during his last few days was to go to the Christmas Eve service which to 
me is one of the most important events of the season—a moment to light a candle and be still and reflect 
on the meaning of Christmas. 

There is a Charlie Brown cartoon where he is hanging upside down in a tree with his kite with the caption 
“It can’t get worse than this”. In the next frame, it is pouring down rain. Christmas Day was a little like 
that. Because of a Texas ice storm, we couldn’t go to McKinney for our traditional extended family 
gathering. I hadn’t planned on preparing Christmas dinner, so we had to put together a makeshift dinner. 
But we had each other including my elderly father who had his own special relationship with Luke. We 
lit our candles, ate our dinner, and shared memories, tears, laughter, and love. It was a memorable 
Christmas—both sad and joyous.

Luke 1:39-45
Mary got up and hurried to a city in the Judean highlands. She entered Zechariah’s home and greeted 
Elizabeth. When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the child leaped in her womb, and Elizabeth was filled 
with the Holy Spirit. With a loud voice she blurted out, “God has blessed you above all women, and he 
has blessed the child you carry. Why do I have this honor, that the mother of my Lord should come to 
me? As soon as I heard your greeting, the baby in my womb jumped for joy. 45 Happy is she who believed 
that the Lord would fulfill the promises he made to her.”

When things don’t go as planned



DECEMBER 10
James

In The Words of Sophia Petrillo from the Golden Girls “Picture It!” It was Las Vegas circa 2012. I had just 
come off of Carnival Cruise Lines, and my friend Timmy and I decided that it was a great idea to just load 
up a car and move to Vegas! We moved to an area of town that was not very safe. In fact, the night we 
moved into our home we called to have Pizza delivered and they told us they wouldn’t come after dark, 
because it was such a crime heavy neighborhood. I can remember being so afraid and thinking what 
have I gotten myself into! Timmy was a very flamboyant Gay man, who wore vests tight jeans, big hoop 
earing and 6 in stilettos, all the time. I was working on trying to find out how many rings my hands could 
hold before I couldn’t lift them, and have more necklaces that I wore all at once than most humans have 
in their whole collection. So, it is safe to assume that neither one of us felt very safe.

Let me pause here to tell you that in my home growing up and even today, holidays have always been a 
big deal! My mother cooks we all gather around and spend all day eating as is the Italian way! We laugh, 
spend time together share memories and fight over who glued their eyes shut, or whether it was me or 
my brother who put the tabasco on the cracker that got me escorted out of the restaurant when I was 
5. We get to laugh, and enjoy each other and we always get to the serious time when we get to the talk 
about the stuff that matters in our lives. You know the best part about family holidays! 

Ok, so back to Vegas 2012. Timmy insisted that he and I “DO it up big” for Christmas. He reminded me 
“Honey, you only get to be colorful for 1 day a year! Let’s do it!” We decided that we would divide and 
conquer. He would handle all of the decorations and I would take on the responsibility of the food.
For those who haven’t had my cooking, I am really good at it! I really am, however, Vegas circa 2012 I 
was still very young, and who knew how much work went into getting a whole Christmas Dinner together! 
I bought all the stuff to make Potato Casserole, Ham, Green beans, Crescent rolls, a couple of different 
pies, and of course a salad! Cut me some slack, I was young and thought Salad had to be included all 
the time!

Christmas was getting closer and Timmy assured me decorations needed to be put up on Christmas Eve. 
I agreed after all he was in charge of it all. I had everything ready to go and put it in the oven to stay warm 
until after church, Timmy told me while I was at church he was going to go get a tree and do the lights. 

Service was magical! The church I attended was a predominantly African American church, and was full 
of energy. We had a candle light service and on and on and on it went! See it was also the pastors 35 
year serving God, and we had a special Missionary in the service who had a testimony to share. When 
church ended and I got out I looked at my phone and saw Timmy had called several times. You would be 
surprised to know that there are not many real trees left on Christmas Eve in Vegas.

Arriving home, was… shocking! See, I screwed up. I never turned the oven off of 450. SO everything 
that was in the oven was…. Let’s just say it was cooked. I arrived to my home around the same time 
as Timmy and in just enough time to hear the smoke alarms! Opening the door was like walking into a 
smoke machine! It was problematic. Timmy freaked and call the Fire Department because he just knew 
there was a fire! No, there was no fire, yes there was enough smoke that it had set the smoke alarms off 
and yes the fire department came! It was a disaster!

When things don’t go as planned



DECEMBER 10 (continued)
James

Timmy and I dealt the Fire department and went to grab the tree to bring it into the house. The Tree was 
already missing a lot of needles and when we took it off the car just about every needle fell off. I felt 
defeated, alone, and really missing my family!

We were surprised when a couple of guys from the neighbor’s house walked up to us. “Y’all stay here?” 
We nodded and they instructed us that their “Granny” lived next door and that we needed to join them the 
next day. They went back to their home and we to clean our mess and try to sleep.
The next day, we got up and after flipping a coin (literally) we decided to go next door to eat. I was 
beyond scared. So here I am looking like a walking jewelry story, and here is Timmy heels and all 
standing on the doorstep of our neighbor with the only thing I didn’t burn (a store bought cake). The door 
flung open and we were instructed into the house. We walked in and heard a woman from the kitchen 
yell “They can come to dinner, but no guns in my house or at my table!” Emerging was a 75 year old 
African American lady, she was our neighbor. She thanked me for the cake, told her son to take it to the 
kitchen, and not so quietly instructed him to pitch it in the trash! 

Eat and leave, Eat and Leave… That is all I could think about but then more people started arriving, 
there was mixture of greetings from very friendly, to who in the world are you? Admittedly, Timmy and 
I did stand out. As the day went on Momma Burks (That is what everyone in the whole house called 
our neighbor) had a houseful of people! She introduced us to everyone. And would not so quietly tell 
us things (she used to be a street worker before she found Jesus)…. She walked us to a picture and 
pointed “That is my husband,” She smiled “He’s been gone 30 years now. Left me to raise (she pointed) 
that one’s daddy,” She proceeded to tell stories about him and then the room erupted in memories, that 
flowed. Some funny, like the time Big D told Little D that Santa only came down clean chimneys so that 
Little D would clean out the fire place! Some more somber, like the time when Loren was shot by a rival 
gang, you know wrong place wrong time. The room all shared memories then Mamma Burks came to 
me “And what about you Jimmy (I hate being called that by the way!) What makes Christmas special for 
you? I smiled and all I could say was “This.”

While my hard work to cook dinner was ruined, I learned something about Christmas and about people 
that makes this the best Christmas Ever… I learned that we all do the same things! We all gather 
together with family and friends, and where it is no elbows or no guns on the table, we are still the same. 
I learned that memories and time are with people are what the holidays are about, and I learned, never 
bring a store bought cake to a house of a lady that has been cooking for weeks!

Luke 1:46-50
Mary said, “With all my heart I glorify the Lord! In the depths of who I am I rejoice in God my savior. He 
has looked with favor on the low status of his servant. Look! From now on, everyone will consider me 
highly favored because the mighty one has done great things for me. Holy is his name. He shows mercy 
to everyone, from one generation to the next, who honors him as God.

When things don’t go as planned



DECEMBER 11
Marsha Waugh

Donnie and I always had our children in activities at the First United Methodist Church. We wanted them 
to be involved in Sunday School, VBS, Choir or whatever was going on. I remember one year when our 
oldest daughter, Kathleen, was in the children’s Christmas program.

This particular year had all the pageantry that goes with the story of Jesus’ birth. Someone, from the 
pulpit, read the story from the book of Luke. There was Mary, Joseph & doll in a manger, who was 
baby Jesus. There were little girls dressed in white robes with glittery halos, who became the heavenly 
hosts of angels. Some boys were dressed as shepherds carrying tall staffs. Some kids were animals in 
the stable, with furry vests to be sheep or horns on their head to be cows and there may have been one 
child as a donkey. Children in bath robes and golden crowns were wise men. The wise men presented 
the Christ child with gifts. The children all sang and most parents sat in awe of their own child performing 
this evening. Then to our surprise Kathleen, age 6, was singing a duet with another little girl.

The sanctuary was dark with a spotlight on these two girls, who were singing boldly and with confidence 
one of the Christmas songs. Our son, Martin, age 3, was sitting on my lap in the dark sanctuary. When 
the girls finished their song, Martin clapped loudly and shouted for everyone to hear. “THAT’S BY 
TITTER!” Everyone around us died laughing. And yes, we were all proud of his sister, Kathleen.

Luke 1:51-52
He has shown strength with his arm. He has scattered those with arrogant thoughts and proud 
inclinations. He has pulled the powerful down from their thrones and lifted up the lowly.

When things don’t go as planned
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Here is our best Christmas ever!

It was Christmas Eve of 2018 and I had the flu and then my daughter was positive for flu on Christmas 
Eve. I emailed Mr. Mark and asked if he was going to live stream the children’s service since we could 
not attend in person. We were not members at the time, but attended the church regularly! Mr. Mark said 
that he wasn’t planning on it, but could make it happen. He contacted Austin Patton and he streamed 
the service just for our family. Mark had the entire congregation look into the camera and wish Catherine 
and Louise a Merry Christmas. We knew right then that this wasn’t just our church home, but our church 
family. We joined the spring after and I started working for Mark in the Fall. We will always remember that 
Christmas spent at home feeling so incredibly loved!

Luke 1:53-54
He has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich away empty-handed. He has come to the aid 
of his servant Israel, remembering his mercy, just as he promised to our ancestors, to Abraham and to 
Abraham’s descendants forever.”

When it’s not all about you



DECEMBER 14
Lisa Helm

One of my family’s Christmas Eve traditions is actually something we started doing because of my job at 
FUMC and although it’s actually become a favorite, it wasn’t always that way!

In 2015, I was moved from the Communications Department into my role as Director of Welcoming 
Ministries. Part of my job is to recruit and organize the volunteers (over 100 people) for all of the 
Christmas Eve services, as well as organize food and music in Wesley Hall, and food for all of the staff 
and volunteers. I usually get to the church around 10:00 am and leave around 1:00 am — which means 
I’m not with my family on Christmas Eve. 

Before I was the Director of Welcoming Ministries, my husband and two girls and our extended family 
would gather at our house for chili and tamales. We enjoyed dinner together and then we all went to 
church. My family was less than thrilled the first year of my new position that I wasn’t with them on 
Christmas Eve. However, the second year, I convinced them to volunteer on Christmas Eve for the 
Children’s services and then we worshiped together at the 7:00 service. 

My family loved being there for the Children’s Services! They experienced first-hand what I knew they 
would: serving on Christmas Eve in all of the craziness just feels good. Yes, it’s a whirlwind of activity 
when in the span of a couple of hours over 2,000 people come in and out of our church — and that’s just 
for the two Family services. But in the midst of all the hustle bustle, when everyone lifted a lit candle as 
they sang Silent Night, something magical happened. Standing there in the glow of candlelight, seeing all 
of those families together making memories and building their own favorite Christmas Eve traditions was 
special for my family and changed the way they felt about me working on Christmas Eve. 

The next day — Christmas Day — my girls told me, “Mom, we totally understand why you are at church 
on Christmas Eve. All the people who volunteer to be there make it possible for so many people to 
experience something special and it’s actually really fun to be part of that. From now on, we will help on 
Christmas Eve because we get it — we get why you need to be there.” 

Although my family wasn’t wild about it at first, we created a new Christmas Eve tradition that has 
become special for all of us and that’s why that second Christmas that I spend in my current role at 
FUMC was the Best Christmas Ever! 

Jeremiah 23:5-6
The time is coming, declares the Lord, when I will raise up a righteous descendant from David’s line, 
and he will rule as a wise king. He will do what is just and right in the land. During his lifetime, Judah will 
be saved and Israel will live in safety. And his name will be The Lord Is Our Righteousness.
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I was raised in the suburbs of Nashville, Tennessee. In that part of the world, making music isn’t 
something for the talented few, but a way of life for the whole city. At every family Christmas, 
neighborhood 4th of July, Memorial Day cookout with friends I had growing up, people brought out guitars, 
banjos, even standing basses, and gathered around to play and sing.

Both of my parents grew up in Nashville, and while they aren’t musicians, there was always someone 
around our house playing a guitar or banjo at family gatherings. This big extended family was exclusively 
my mother’s; as the youngest of 6 loud siblings, there was plenty to go around. 

My dad never seemed to have much family, a father in memory care, and a brother, Blair, who lived far 
away, who I had met once. When I was in high school, Blair went through a terrible depression, and 
ended up unemployed and divorced, without any custody of his children. He disappeared, dropping 
completely off the map, for years. No phone calls, mail returned, gone. 

When my grandfather died, my dad bent over backwards to find a way to contact his brother. Eventually 
they found him, and he came home to Nashville for the funeral. And he stayed. He didn’t have anywhere 
else to go. This was initially a bit awkward for all of us, he was essentially a stranger, but we were the 
only family he had left, and he needed a fresh start. He tried hard to not be an imposition, he struggled 
with feeling like he could belong with people he hadn’t spoken to in 20 years, how could we become his 
family now, after all this time? 

I remember that Thanksgiving, with one of my mom’s many relatives playing a banjo on our back porch, 
picking and whistling and waxing poetic about the resonance and strings and tonality of this particular 
instrument over the sound of SEC football and four people trying to tell the same story at the same time 
through the screen door. Blair was mesmerized, drinking in every word my uncle said, asking questions, 
staring in wonder. Blair had been around this music as a child, but it had been so long, and he’d be so far 
away, he was like a kid discovering it all over again.

After that, Blair was transfixed. He talked about banjo videos he watched, books on the banjo he read, 
banjo players he was listening to. Blair was living in an extended stay hotel, and a banjo wasn’t in the 
budget for him, but he was saving up, and hoping he might be able to find a used one. 

As Christmas came around, my parents told Blair that, despite his protestations that they didn’t need to 
get him anything, they were getting him a desk chair so he had somewhere to work from when he was 
staying at the hotel. My mom even had him go to an office max with her to try some out and see what he 
liked, all while he insisted that what he had was fine, that this was too much of a gift.

Matthew 1:19-21
This is how the birth of Jesus Christ took place. When Mary his mother was engaged to Joseph, before 
they were married, she became pregnant by the Holy Spirit. Joseph her husband was a righteous man. 
Because he didn’t want to humiliate her, he decided to call off their engagement quietly. As he was 
thinking about this, an angel from the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, “Joseph son of David, 
don’t be afraid to take Mary as your wife, because the child she carries was conceived by the Holy Spirit. 
She will give birth to a son, and you will call him Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.” 
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Ainsley Bond

Every year my family hosts this event during Christmas called a Cookie Decorating party. Starting at 
11:00 am, it is like magic. There is hot chocolate, marshmallows, warm cookies just out of the oven, 
homemade frosting, perfectly warmed homemade chili on the stove, decorations everywhere, reindeer 
food for the kids to take home for Christmas eve when they go to bed and us, with smiles and welcoming 
arms. That all being said, from 7:00am-10:59am is a sweets-filled nightmare. 

On the schedule for the Bond family from that morning is waking up at 7:00 am, making sure the house 
is presentable, baking 200 cookies, making an obscene amount of chili, (vegetarian and meat lovers), 
trying to make frosting, making hot chocolate and of course, being presentable. On top of that the lady 
of the house has to check it all. It is a mess from 7:00 – 10:59 am with everyone in the family running 
around like a headless chicken. I personally think to myself that I cannot take another minute of these red 
and green decorations, and very soon I might rip it all down and tell everyone that it is canceled. This for 
sure cannot be all about Jesus. Inevitably the craziness of today already has been too much and the lady 
of the house is yelling and we have all gotten in an argument so not only is there too much to get done, 
the collaboration has dissolved into every man for himself and I am about to commit ginger bread murder. 
Then the door knocks and I know it is my responsibility to open it and greet the people at the door with a 
smile and a hug so I do. One after another people knock on the door and I greet them then eventually the 
house is full and it hits.

 Yes there was stress, anger, confusion, and me having to change 8 times because it was not the 
appropriate thing to wear, but it all makes sense now. The stress on my body fades away slowly and my 
muscles untense. I am no longer annoyed, or angry, or confused, I am fully content. I am surrounded 
by people I love having laughs together and eating sweets and having polite conversation and enjoying 
each other’s company. My favorite part of this day is when the “real” party is already over. After most 
people leave, the faithful few remaining go outside and sit by the fire we have made in our back yard 
with those who have stuck around because they just can’t let the day end, and that is the moment that 
counts. I look around, take a deep breath and think this is the moment I want to stay in. If you have ever 
had those experiences where time no longer mattered and no one but the people in front of you existed, I 
consistently have that moment at our annual cookie decorating party. Suddenly 200 cookies and a vat of 
hot chocolate wasn’t too bad and wasn’t anything to dwell on… until next year from 7:00 – 10:59 am.

Matthew 1:22-23
Now all of this took place so that what the Lord had spoken through the prophet would be fulfilled: 
Look! A virgin will become pregnant and give birth to a son, And they will call him, Emmanuel. 

(Emmanuel means “God with us.”)
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Dr. Tim Bruster

My most memorable childhood Christmas was when I was seven or eight years old. We lived in the 
country about three miles from the Carthage, Texas town square. My grandmother lived next door in the 
house she and my grandfather built in about 1923. At the time they built the house, they planted pecan 
trees throughout the front yard and by the time of my eighth Christmas those trees were large and, most 
years, very productive. My grandfather had died five years earlier and we had built a house and moved 
next door to her not long before that Christmas.
 
My grandmother sold pecans every year. She didn’t advertise—it was just word of mouth. This particular 
fall I was old enough to help gather pecans, spread them out on the boards laid across sawhorses, and 
sort them. I was old enough to crack the pecans my grandmother was going to shell, to use the scale 
to weigh out bags of pecans and even occasionally take the money and hand over the pecans. All this 
important work was done on weekdays after school and on Saturdays during the harvest season. My 
grandmother paid me for my work. It was the first money I had ever earned, and I remember well the 
satisfaction and pride I felt.

After the last Saturday of selling the pecans, my grandmother took me to the square to buy Christmas 
presents for my mother and father, my brothers and sister, and my grandparents. I remember it so 
well. She called a cab because she never learned to drive and, as far as I can remember, it was my 
first ride in a taxi. Normally, my parents took her where she needed to go, but she wanted us to do our 
Christmas shopping without prying eyes. We went to Perry’s Five and Ten Cent Store, to Hawthorne’s 
Dry Goods, to M and M Toggery and other stores on the square (pretty much all the shopping was 
downtown at the time). I was—for the first time in my young life—able to pick out presents and buy 
them without my mother and with money I earned. I can remember that day so well. When we returned 
to my grandmother’s house, we got the packages out of the trunk of the taxi and took them in quickly—
just in case someone might be watching from next door. We wrapped the presents and I filled out the 
tags on each one.

Here’s the funny thing: I don’t remember a single present under the tree. I honestly don’t! I have tried to 
remember opening gifts that Christmas morning and I have tried to visualize what was under the tree. I 
have tried to remember what I told Santa Claus when I visited him in his little house that they put up in 
the park on the town square every year, even though by this time I was too sophisticated to do so. But I 
can’t. What I do remember to this day is the best gift I received that year—the BEST. It was the gift my 
grandmother gave me without even knowing it. She gave me the gift of giving. It was a simple thing—a 
very simple thing—yet it took my experience of life to a new level. I had received and received and 
received from all the caring people around me. Now I was able to give—really give—for the first time in 
my life and I experienced the pure joy of it. 

Among the simple messages of Christmas is the gift God gives us in Jesus and Jesus’ call to give as we 
have received. The first chapter of the gospel of John says that through Jesus we have all received grace 
upon grace. What a gift it is to give graciously in every way in response to what we have received.

Luke 2:1-4
In those days Caesar Augustus declared that everyone throughout the empire should be enrolled in 
the tax lists. This first enrollment occurred when Quirinius governed Syria. Everyone went to their own 
cities to be enrolled. Since Joseph belonged to David’s house and family line, he went up from the city of 
Nazareth in Galilee to David’s city, called Bethlehem, in Judea. 
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Joy Donovan Brandon

Christmas 2015 was the first time I was smacked in the face with the reality of everyone  doesn’t always 
get a holiday that looks like a Hallmark card.

Our precious granddaughter Scarlett was nine-months old. After having a pediatric stroke at only 24 days 
old, she and her parents — our daughter and son-in-law — were facing multiple hospital stays, surgeries 
and other awful non-medical complications that were more like a horror movie than a Christmas classic. 
We were scared, worried and exhausted, and our family’s newest member had so many complicated 
issues we didn’t understand.

We got to experience first-hand how sad the holidays could be.
 
For God hath not given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind. — 2 Timothy 1:7

So as Dan and I flew to New Jersey where our son-in-law was stationed with the U.S. Air Force, our 
other two daughters, our son-in-law, my mother and my siblings would celebrate Christmas together in 
Texas. I missed my family, and I especially worried I might be missing my elderly mother’s last Christmas. 
We were in a strange town on a strange military base with a strange church service. Our family’s newest 
baby was not well, and her entire future was uncertain. This is not how I wanted Christmas to be.

Thinking about the first-ever Christmas story, Mary and Joseph found themselves with a baby in a 
strange land, in circumstances they never would have chosen. The son of God certainly was not 
forgotten, and neither were we.

Our friends were kind. My sister and brother-in-law loved and fed my children and grandson that 
Christmas like they were their own. My mother happily was surrounded by them all. The Christmas tree 
that year wasn’t ours, but the white lights still twinkled. The church service wasn’t First United Methodist 
Church of Fort Worth, but we still sang “Silent Night.” We got to watch Scarlett’s parents hold her, smile 
at her and love her on her first Christmas. 

Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and cometh down from the Father of lights, with 
whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning. — James 1:17

Many dark nights that year a hymn I didn’t realize I knew constantly floated through my head. It wasn’t a 
Christmas carol, but one that reinforces the fact that God’s gifts are all around us.
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Joy Donovan Brandon

Great Is Thy Faithfulness
By Thomas Obadiah Chisholm

Great is Thy faithfulness, O God my Father 
There is no shadow of turning with Thee 
Thou changest not, Thy compassions, they fail not 
As Thou hast been, Thou forever will be
Great is Thy faithfulness 
Great is Thy faithfulness 
Morning by morning, new mercies I see 
All I have needed, Thy hand hath provided 
Great is Thy faithfulness, Lord, unto me…
Pardon for sin and a peace that endureth 
Thine own dear presence to cheer and to guide 
Strength for today and bright hope for tomorrow 
Blessings all mine, with ten thousand beside
Great is Thy faithfulness 
Great is Thy faithfulness 
Morning by morning, new mercies I see 
All I have needed, Thy hand hath provided
Great is Thy faithfulness 
Great is Thy faithfulness 
Great is Thy faithfulness 
Lord, unto me
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Perhaps my Best Christmas Ever was my senior year in high school. After 18 years of lavish, over-the-
top Christmases with all the trimmings and our entire extended family, my nuclear family of four — Mom, 
Dad, my younger brother and I — went to Breckenridge to stay in our ski house for the week before 
Christmas. (To beat the Christmas crowds, doncha know). Since the trip WAS our main Christmas gift —
the trip, daily lift tickets, meals, etc. — we decided to do gifts and decorations a different way.

We drew names, and each of us was given a $5 bill. That was the limit for gifts. And we shopped hard in 
the little shops up and down Breckenridge’s main street for the one thing that expressed our knowledge 
and appreciation of the person whose name we drew. I drew my Dad’s name, and I bought him a “black 
diamond” ski pin because that day we had somehow made it down a “most difficult” slope together.
My brother and I went out and found a tiny pine tree (we later learned it belonged to our neighbor. 
Oops.), and we fashioned a beautiful “light bulb angel” from a toilet paper roll and a light bulb, onto which 
we glued some yellow yarn hair and drew a smiley face with a marks-a-lot. Her flowing, double wings 
were made of toilet paper and extended into lovely streamers down the length of the 3-foot tree. We 
strung popcorn and cranberries on our mom’s cross-stitch thread (that was not a popular decision, either) 
and laced them, criss-cross style, around the tree in overlapping garlands. We also pilfered a white bath 
towel to complete the look of “snow” around the base of the tree that also (mostly) hid the small bucket 
we had filled with rocks and water to serve as a stand.

On Christmas Eve the four of us took a walk together through the neighborhood, hearing nothing but the 
stillness and the crunch of snow beneath our feet. We looked up at the stars and wondered what it was 
like for the shepherds on the definitive “best Christmas Ever” to see one that was so bright we knew we 
must follow it, not knowing why. what we would find, or how far we would have to go to find it. 

The next day we got up, opened our one gift each, marveled at the resourcefulness and creativity behind 
each, and then enjoyed a simple meal, then went skiing together. It was my last Christmas as part of my 
nuclear family. I’ve had a lot of wonderful Christmases since then, enjoying friends and family and more 
beautiful, diverse memories than I can count. But this one, the simplest and smallest “just us” celebration 
will always live in my mind as the Best Christmas Ever.

Luke 2:8-11
Nearby shepherds were living in the fields, guarding their sheep at night. The Lord’s angel stood before 
them, the Lord’s glory shone around them, and they were terrified. The angel said, “Don’t be afraid! Look! 
I bring good news to you — wonderful, joyous news for all people. Your savior is born today in David’s 
city. He is Christ the Lord.
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Matt Britt

I’ve never spent a Christmas anywhere without my family — until last year.

We moved to Fort Worth a little over four years ago. My wife and I are both from South Dakota, where 
most of our family still lives — parents, siblings, grandparents, aunts and uncles, cousins. It’s a long 
drive, so we make the trip about once a year. Once a year at Christmas.

But last year was right in the middle of the second wave of the pandemic here in Texas. And we decided that 
we couldn’t make the trip. It was too many stops at gas stations and restaurants and a hotel, it was too big of 
a risk that we would bring it home with us. For the first time, we wouldn’t be going home for Christmas.

Early in the pandemic, we had formed our own little COVID bubble, made up of mostly people that I 
work with — Kat Bair and her husband Andrew, Erin Ypya and her husband Josh and their adorable kid 
Elliot, Youth Ministry volunteer extraordinaire Jillian and her new puppy and my wife and I became a pod, 
a group we knew we could trust and that we knew was safe. Our little group hosted happy hours and 
dinner parties, spent time at parks and in backyards, did all the things together that we couldn’t do with 
anyone else. 

When it became clear that none of us would be going home for Christmas, we decided that it would be 
the next thing we would do together. We bought a ham and sides, we set up a gift exchange, we got out 
the ugly Christmas sweaters (or as I call them, my favorite sweaters) and I made homemade caramel 
rolls — a Britt family tradition that I was not going to let slip.

I think we all would have liked to go home. I think we all missed our families, we missed our traditions, 
we missed the way we wished things could be.

But all Christmas day, from the morning rolls and coffee to the afternoon croquet and naps to the 
evening dinner and presents, we laughed and we smiled and we ate and we celebrated and we 
hugged and we sang.

At some point during that Christmas Day, we truly made the jump from being a close group of friends to 
being a framily (friend+family). A framily that has celebrated holidays together, that has gone on vacation 
together, that has moved swing sets together, that has laughed and cried together and has shown up for 
each other over and over again over this last year and a half.

We might not have gone home for Christmas last year, but I still haven’t had a Christmas without 
spending it with family. I am so grateful for that Best Christmas Ever, because it gave me these people 
that I love so dearly.

Merry Christmas, and much love. Matt

Luke 2:12-14
This is a sign for you: you will find a newborn baby wrapped snugly and lying in a manger.” Suddenly 
a great assembly of the heavenly forces was with the angel praising God. They said, “Glory to God in 
heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors.”
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Kat Bair

Have you ever noticed that there are certain things that seem incorrect but you can’t put a finger on why? 
The night of December 23rd (Christmas Eve Eve if you will), 2015, I stood outside of my then-office 
looking at the blue and silver balloons tied to mango trees in the courtyard just thinking how balloons just 
weren’t right for Christmas.
 
Christmas is not a balloon holiday. Ivy, velvet, bows, holly berries, fancy dinners, sure, but balloons? 
Balloons were not correct. Arguably none of this Christmas was correct. Mango trees were not correct, 
being at the office the night before Christmas Eve wasn’t correct, it being 85 degrees at 9pm wasn’t 
correct. Me being on the opposite side of the world from my family certainly wasn’t correct. 

From the beginning of the advent season, every inch towards the holiday had held grief. The first chords 
of Christmas songs played in our open-air church made me burst into tears. It was my only significant 
experience of homesickness the whole time I was living overseas. I just wanted the season to be over, it 
felt like every glance at the calendar was a punch in the stomach. I just wanted it to be the 26th so I could 
be done with it. 

That night, on Christmas Eve Eve, all of my co-workers and I had gathered around plastic tables in the 
courtyard of the office where we worked on the outskirts of the city. There was a potluck, with fish stuffed 
with herbs and spices and grilled whole, huge vats of coconut curries, woven baskets filled with sticky 
rice, bamboo leaves tied together to contain spiced meats, and fresh mangoes plucked from the trees, 
green and sour. 

There were children and pets and loud Thai covers of Christmas songs played on cheap speakers. We 
all had to perform songs and dances and little skits as departments, and we ended with the director 
of our office getting up to read. He opened a Thai bible and began; I picked out “Ceasar Agustus,” 
“Bethlehem,” “Joseph” and all of a sudden, it was like I could hear the English in my head, “In those days 
Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken…” 

My aversion to a Christmas done incorrectly, a Christmas to be skipped and forgotten, melted as I 
noticed parents pulling restless children into laps, people leaning back to stretch out full bellies, someone 
slipping scraps to a dog under the table, as he read.
 
Family, made, not inherited, generosity, freely offered, food and music and the same stories read from 
the same book. The same baby, the same mother, the same donkey, the same God come to Earth. This 
was Christmas done well, done as it should be. Done properly, balloons and all.

Luke 2:15-16
When the angels returned to heaven, the shepherds said to each other, “Let’s go right now to Bethlehem 
and see what’s happened. Let’s confirm what the Lord has revealed to us.” They went quickly and found 
Mary and Joseph, and the baby lying in the manger. 
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We were young, broke, and living in Nashville while my husband was a medical resident training at 
Vanderbilt. I was teaching high school, and it had been many months since we’d been home. Christmas 
is my favorite time of the year. My husband and I grew up in neighboring small towns in South Texas 
where our parents still lived. Christmas, when we were kids were big family events with every aunt, 
uncle and cousin, and we longed to be home for just one more big family Christmas. Shane’s December 
rotation was at the VA hospital and somehow was off for a few days for Christmas. We bought very 
expensive tickets to fly home to South Texas on December 24th and would be flying back on the 26th. I 
cannot describe how excited we were to be going home for those few days. We had been in Nashville 
for a few years and my Mom had been up to visit once and his parents had also only visited us once. 
We tried to get home when we could, but we had very little time off and less money than time. We 
desperately missed our family.

The plan was as soon as he got off of his overnight shift we would drive to the airport in the far east 
side of town from our home in the far south side of town. Then, the ice storm arrived overnight. It was 
completely unexpected. We anticipated cold temperatures and rain, but no one expected the rain to 
arrive after the temperature would drop well below freezing. By the time Shane got home there were 
several inches of ice on the road. The airport was still open so we white knuckled it at a snail’s pace, 
sliding several times along the way. We never once thought of turning around. 

At the airport, we checked in early for our flight and made our way to the gate to wait. Shane napped, 
and our flight was delayed. We had lunch, then it was delayed again. Then again, and again before our 
flight was canceled. We were heartbroken and I was sobbing as we collected our luggage and our car 
and started our slow drive back home. On the way home, we were despondent to be missing our family 
and the cherished traditions. We were going to miss the turkey and dressing, the special sweet potato 
casserole, Shane’s Mom’s pecan pie, my Mom’s green bean casserole. We didn’t have any food at home 
so we decided to stop at a store and pick up some basic groceries to get us through the next few days. 

As we walked through the store we saw fresh turkeys in the meat market. They were huge … 26lbs. I 
looked at Shane and we just smiled and laughed and I said, we will have turkey for a year. He reached 
over and put one in our cart then we filled our cart with what we needed to make a full Christmas dinner. 
We bought everything to make every single Christmas tradition. 

When we got home, we put on Christmas music and started prepping our Christmas dinner for the 
next day. I don’t remember what all we did for Christmas Eve, only that we watched Christmas movies, 
read the Christmas story and called our families. Christmas morning, we called our families again 
then made a huge Christmas dinner. It didn’t go as planned, but Christmas morning still came. We 
celebrated with the traditions lovingly instilled in us through the years by our families — many of which 
are the same traditions we continue today with our children and yes, we had leftover turkey in our 
freezer for the next year.

Luke 2:17-18
When they saw this, they reported what they had been told about this child. Everyone who heard it was 
amazed at what the shepherds told them.
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Rev. Billy D. Strayhorn, Retired

Thinking about the phrase “Not all about you,” immediately brought to mind one of the best Christmas 
Eve’s ever. It happened while I was the Lead Pastor at First United Methodist Church in Joshua, Texas 
just before the 11:00 pm candlelight service.

As a pastor, one of my many jobs was to get everyone else ready for celebrating the birth of our Savior 
and reminding them that Christmas is NOT all about us but about God’s love for us expressed through 
the birth of God’s Son.

On that night God stepped out of heaven, shedding the royal raiment to put on the rags of our flesh 
and bones to become one of us. Wrapped in the plain brown wrapper of our existence, the One who in 
a Word created all that is, became a helpless vulnerable human baby who was wrapped in swaddling 
clothes and laid in a manger.

So often we get distracted by what we want for Christmas that we forget the simple and profound beauty 
of that night. Or we plan the perfect Christmas and something goes wrong leaving us disappointed. Or 
the real Christmas simply gets lost in the piles of wrapping paper, glitter, lights, parties and presents and 
we completely miss the presence of the Holy Family and the miracle of that night.

As was my habit as a pastor, I arrived at the church about 30 minutes early along with Bob and Roy 
who were my personal elves that night. They too were making sure everything was ready. We’d barely 
gotten the doors unlocked when Joseph, Mary and Jesus showed up at our door. To be honest, they 
were a young couple whose names were Joel, Marie and Jesse but Bob, Roy and I knew who they 
really were because they were headed to their hometown for Christmas. 

They weren’t on a donkey but traveling in an old beater which looked like it would barely make it out of 
the parking lot. They needed gas money, lodging, diapers and formula. It was Christmas Eve but this 
young couple didn’t ask for anything for themselves, just their baby. My elves and I went into action. 
Within about 10 minutes they were loaded down with all kinds of baby stuff, more than they asked for. 
We also included gift cards from some fast food places good anywhere along the road. There was a 
voucher for a full tank of gas and another voucher for a room for that night at a nearby motel.

It was an incredible few moments that none of us will ever forget. They had stepped out of the dark of 
night bringing the light of Christ into our lives and they didn’t even know it. Or maybe they did. As we 
watched this young couple and newborn child drive off, we felt like the Wise Men. We all had goofy 
grins on our faces for the rest of the night because we had gotten to peak into the manger and realized 
the Holy Family had chosen to visit us that year. 

What began as a normal Candlelight Christmas Eve service became a holy moment proclaiming “It’s 
not all about us.” If we make the mistake of focusing on US rather than others, we might miss those 
holy, miraculous moments at Christmas but also the ones that happen throughout all of life.

Look up. Look around you. Look beyond yourself because Jesus shows up in the most unlikely places 
at the most unlikely times and sometimes in the most unlikely people. You don’t want to miss a single 
one of those moments because they are all part of the greatest gift ever given. 
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DECEMBER 25

Prayer: Gracious God, we get so distracted by the noise and celebration of Christmas that sometimes 
we forget why we celebrate. Please, Lord, forgive us. Take us back to the miracle and meaning of that 
night. Flood our hearts once again with the light and love of Christ so that we can be the beacons of 
that light and reflection of that love for others. Through Jesus our Savior.

Luke 2:5-7
He went to be enrolled together with Mary, who was promised to him in marriage and who was 
pregnant. While they were there, the time came for Mary to have her baby. She gave birth to her 
firstborn child, a son, wrapped him snugly, and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for 
them in the guestroom.

John 1:9-12
The true light that shines on all people was coming into the world. The light was in the world, and the 
world came into being through the light, but the world didn’t recognize the light. The light came to his own 
people, and his own people didn’t welcome him. But those who did welcome him, those who believed in 
his name, he authorized to become God’s children.
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