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Snow fell gently from the evening sky while Jim and I

walked up the steps with his family for the Christmas Eve

service. Inside the chapel, fragrant pine garlands and

lighted candles inspired a quiet reverence.

While we settled in our pew, I looked up and smiled shyly at

my husband of a mere two-and-a-half months. Only he and I

knew that, beneath my heart, I carried our first child, God’s

promise of hope for our future.

How wrapped in God’s love I felt on our first Christmas Eve.

Was this how Mary felt when she carried Jesus beneath

her heart those many years ago?

Jesus! God’s promise of hope for our future. The child who would grow to manhood and pay the death penalty for our

sins. Compelled by his great love for us, he willingly came to earth to die in our place. It was the only way that we might

have hope here on earth and a glorious future with God in heaven. The only way to restore our broken relationship with

him. A restoration he desired with all his heart.

No wonder then, that whatever we face in life, we can take it to Jesus, the Source of our hope. No wonder that the

apostle Paul with confidence wrote, “God who gives you hope will keep you happy and full of peace as you believe in

him” (Romans 15:13, TLB).

Thank you, God, for Christmas. Thank you for hope and a good future, wrapped up in your Christmas promise to us

through Jesus. Amen.

Beth Ann Ziarnik is the author of two Christian romantic
suspense novels, Her Deadly Inheritance (which won the
2017 Selah Award for First Novel) and its sequel, Her
Deadly Reunion.
 
Christmas is one of her favorite holidays. Which may
explain why Her Deadly Reunion takes place during the
Christmas season.

You can discover more about this author at
www.bethziarnik.com where you can also sign up for her
newsletter. 

Merry Christmas!

Jesus, our source of hope

YOUR CHRISTMAS
PROMISE
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BY BETH ANN ZIARNIK

https://www.amazon.com/Her-Deadly-Inheritance-Beth-Ziarnik/dp/194110360X/
https://www.amazon.com/Her-Deadly-Reunion-Beth-Ziarnik/dp/1946016578/
https://www.bethziarnik.com/
https://www.amazon.com/Her-Deadly-Reunion-Beth-Ziarnik/dp/1946016578/
https://www.amazon.com/Her-Deadly-Inheritance-Beth-Ziarnik/dp/194110360X/
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THE CHRISTMAS
STOCKING

BY KRISTINE ZIMMER ORKIN

“Ready to go Christmas shopping?” I asked my just-

turned-four-year-old. All business, Joey picked up

his little coin purse filled with pennies. Inside his

mitten he held a list of presents he wanted to buy—

all jotted down in his squiggly four-year-old

handwriting. His “secret” coded script that only he

could decipher. 

 

He lifted his mittened hand and jangled his treasure

pouch. “Ready,” he replied. With a hasty goodbye

peck on his dad’s cheek, Joey marched out the

front door to our waiting car. Time was a-wasting,

and he had a mission.

           

Ten minutes later, we arrived at Joey’s favorite

holiday place, “The Christmas Store,” so dubbed by

him two years prior upon his first visit. His toddler

eyes had been aglow with the glittery magic of

lighted trees, frosty snowmen, and moving electric

toys throughout the large room. 

We’d seated him in a shopping cart and pushed our

way through the aisles, tossing in boxes of tree

lights, ornaments, and small gifts. Our purchases

went unnoticed by our little guy, so busy was he

taking in the sights and sounds of his surroundings.

Eyes wide and unblinking, he pointed continuously

at anything that caught his attention. His quick

intakes of breath and gurgly “oohs” mixed with high-

pitched giggles. Every year since then, “The

Christmas Store” claimed top spot on our shopping

priority list. Today we had a special item in mind.

           

“Mama, look over there.” Joey squealed in delight and

ran toward the display of stockings hanging along the

wall.

 

Dozens of cute, colorful, kids’ Christmas stockings

hung in the lowest two rows of the display, adult

stockings above them. Netted tykes’ stockings held

candy for St. Nicholas Day. Either Joey hadn’t seen

those or he was absorbed in his own purpose.

So intense was he at examining the many offerings

before him that he answered my questions without

once looking up from his work.

“Hmm. This is a pretty one, don’t you think?” I

attempted conversation.

“Nah.”

“How about this blue one with the snowman?”
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“No, it’s gotta be red for Christmas.” He dug through

piles of stockings lying neatly on shelves, tossing

unacceptable ones to the side. So much for the

careful display laid out by some hard-working

employee.

His gaze roamed the entire length of the wall

section and stopped. His body became still for a

mere second, and then he took off running. I half-

heartedly re-assembled the pile of my son’s rejects

before hurrying to catch up with him.

Red stocking with white trim. Joey caressed the

soft, plush fabric. He unhooked the sock from its

metal hanger in the wall and rubbed the softness

across his cheek. His 

fingers found the toy 

bear sticking out of a 

pocket in the stocking, 

and he lifted it out. 

Attached by a thick cord 

of thread, the bear’s 

body hung freely outside 

the pocket.

My little boy stood silently, turning the stocking

over and over in his hands, deep in thought. I

watched him in fascination, oblivious of the

Christmas music and the shoppers around us. I

never heard the saleslady approach until she spoke.

           

“Is that stocking for you?” she asked Joey, kneeling

to make eye contact with him.

           

He broke his concentration to look at her. “No,” he

said. “It’s for my baby brother.”

The kind lady smiled and further engaged him. “Oh,

you have a little brother! That’s pretty exciting.”

        

“He’s dead.” Joey turned back to his examination.

I heard a loud gasp. I wasn’t sure if it came from the

saleslady or from me. He’s dead. A flat statement of

fact, spoken with the innocence only a young child

could muster. A bit of information he felt this

woman needed to know about the importance of his

selecting just the right stocking.

           

She and I looked at each other, the saleslady still

kneeling next to Joey. She rose slowly, but stayed

by my side, neither of us knowing what to say.

          

I broke the silence. “Our baby boy was stillborn last

month.” Tears welled in my eyes as I said the words.

           

She squeezed my arm, then gave me a hug. “I’m so

sorry,” she whispered.

           

“I like this one, Mama. This is Jakey’s stocking.”

Joey’s voice broke the tense moment. “See, it has a

pocket for M&Ms or a candy cane. Maybe Santa

Claus will put a little toy in there as a surprise. And

the bear ….” He looked up at me, smiling, excited,

and kept talking. 

The woman left us to our mother-son discussion. I

don’t think Joey noticed her walk away.

           

We made our significant purchase and hurried home

to show Daddy. 

          

Earlier in the week, we had gone through the rituals

of happier past family Christmases. Nat King Cole

sang as we hung wreath swags and set out candles

everywhere. Ornamental angels brought good

tidings to every room in our house. A lighted

Christmas village sprawled across the big table in

our living room. We had painted “Merry Christmas”

on the front window and unwrapped the Nativity

set. Joey carefully placed each statue in and around

the stable. He held the baby Jesus with reverence

and set the manger strategically in the middle of

the scene.



“That’s your stocking, Jakey.”  He pointed to the furry

red sock with white trim, the pocket for M&Ms, and a

toy bear hanging from the front. “I picked it out just

for you.”

 Then, with thumb touching forefinger, he raised his

little hand and, with a smacking “ooh-ooh-ooh,” he

sent a kiss to his brother in heaven

 

"Finding blessings in life’s burdens," Kristine Orkin’s
author tagline, is a core philosophy she holds true and a
central theme to all of her works. Kris writes
inspirational nonfiction stories, most of them based on
personal life experiences. She has been published in
various anthologies, magazines, and blogs, in the United
States and abroad. 

Kris recently completed her first book—as yet untitled
—an upfront memoir of widowhood and single
parenting after her husband’s 2007 sudden death.
Connect with Kris at kporkin2954@gmail.com
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Daddy put the heavy stocking holders on the

mantel, and we each hung our stocking. As we

admired our work, Joey burst into tears.

           

“What’s wrong?” we asked.

          

 In a heartbroken lament, our little boy looked at us.

“Jakey doesn’t have a stocking.” 

           

An oversight of the highest magnitude. Joey’s dad

and I had been dealing with our grief over baby

Jacob while trying to keep life happy and normal for

Joey. It took a young child to show us that nothing

was the same as before. 

He had a brother. Jakey was part of our family and

shouldn’t—couldn’t—be overlooked. Our mantel

didn’t accurately display the family Orkin. Someone

important was missing. His brother needed a

stocking.

           

We took down our stockings and planned a

shopping trip to repair the situation. Joey insisted

on choosing his brother’s stocking. He needed to be

sure the task was done properly.

           

Now the task had been done and with great

respect. Tonight, Daddy set a fourth cast-iron

holder on the mantel, and we hung our stockings.

Joey carefully hung his brother’s next to his. With

great pride, he stepped back to admire the mantel

and looked heavenward.

mailto:kporkin2954@gmail.com


C H R I S T M A S  L I K E  N E V E R  
B E F O R E  

Manitowoc, Wisconsin 1890

A most glorious night awaited, laden with promise,

my favorite of the year. Yet now I wished this

evening over, done, and finished. Lightning

challenged the blue-black winter sky. Thunder

rolled after a severe crack split the heavens.

“Deedra,” my sister’s hand gripped my arm. She

hated storms, especially rare winter ones. “Will you

play tonight? ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’ would be

nice.” 

Diverting her fears would be a kindness, but my

answer stuck in my throat, so I nodded. Would I

have the heart to perform the entire song since

the fifth stanza was Minnie’s favorite? Doubt

mocked me from the shadows. The horses slipped

on the ice-slicked street, and the carriage

skittered sideways as hooves tried to find

purchase, floundering around a bend. We sisters

braced ourselves as best we could and squealed

despite our father’s glare. 

 

We quieted, and dread reclaimed territory in my

thoughts as our destination drew ever closer. A

Frasier Christmas dinner awaited our attendance,

as did my torture. 

I wore a Prussian blue dress. My Gregor despised

the color, which reminded him of some former

unnamed tragedy. Electra Frasier loaned me this

silk gown which snugged close to the ivory lace

underdress with decorative sleeves, and full skirt

underneath. Restrictive as the expectations for

this night. Unfortunately, the layers of this

costume did not keep me warm when stiff gusts

of frosty air blasted inland from Lake Michigan.

Nor did the fur-lined cape keep my heart from

turning into an icicle, like those dangling from the

trees we passed along the way. 

Turning my bracelet around and around my wrist

was usually a comforting motion. But this moment,

Gregor’s gift to me fretted my heart. Hadn’t

Electra’s note explained why I’d not seen him

lately?

Image credits: Bible Image by Frauke Riether from Pixabay 
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Our three fathers were close, but now business of

another sort drew Mister Allender and Mister

Frasier together. And it didn't include me. It was no

secret that I resembled a mere pebble, while

Electra’s beauty shown like a jewel. 

But I’d forgotten to take off the bracelet! Electra

would think me cheating concerning the contest

over Gregor that I’d unwisely agreed to. I couldn’t

have that. I unhooked the delicate clasp with

shaky fingers and slipped the jewelry inside my

drawstring reticule when everyone’s attention

focused elsewhere. 

Our carriage drew up the drive of the lovely Frasier

estate. Candles lit rooms in a fine display. The sky

behind the chimneys even seemed brighter—

maybe a full moon hid behind storm clouds? I’d not

noticed, and how could I, for the grief imprisoning

my heart. Guests moved gracefully past the front

parlor windows as though inviting us to join the

celebration. Garland laced with bright red ribbon

adorned the front door entrance. 

Sucking in a deep, bracing breath pulled chill-night

air into my lungs, whisking away the scent of all

things lovely and comforting.

Was that Gregor’s sweet form standing in front of

the window, talking with Mr. Frasier? A footman

loaned me his arm, and I turned my attention to

the icy sand-doused sidewalk at my feet. Even

with his support, my shoes slipped like horse

hooves on snow-packed icy streets. 

Welcoming warmth and pine scent enveloped us

like an embrace as we entered the main hallway,

stirring childhood memories that fashioned a

genuine smile upon my face. 

Cheerful, tasteful decorations invited inspection

until my glance fell upon Miss Electra Frasier as

she arched her arrogant brows like swords drawn

for battle. She’d never accomplished the single

eyebrow lift. At least I had that over her, for didn’t

she excel at every other skill compared to me?

 

Still, curiosity dragged my attention to the left,

toward the parlor and the guests already situated

there. My wandering gaze slipped over the crowd,

begging to behold Gregor. In a blink, the young

woman I’d considered a friend for years stood at

my side, claiming my arm, even as the butler took

my wrap. 

“Dearest, we need to talk.” Her endearment, void

of warmth, did not fool me. Without hesitation,

she dragged me toward their elaborate staircase.

Her room would be private for the lecture

forthcoming. She spied my naked wrist, and that

drew a meager smile. Halfway up the steps, her

glance turned toward the large hall below, and she

beamed a greeting. 

I took my attention there and found Gregor

watching our ascent. His expression strained and

serious and confused altogether. I stumbled, but

Electra’s grip on my elbow prevented my falling.

Our steady fast clip proved my clumsy

awkwardness while she glided stately and erect.

Heat scorched my neck and face while gratitude

for the dim-lit staircase grew by proportions. I

pulled my attention back to our climb, my mind

moving with questions over Gregor’s expression

and Electra’s determination. 

“Hurry, dinner is in a few minutes. We mustn’t be

late.”

I slowed my steps—even though her tug on my

arm didn’t—dreading time alone with my former

confidant. 
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There would be no one to talk to now. Knowing her

persnickety ways, how she’d focus her angst with

precision for minuscule slights or offenses melted

my resolve to resist. Never had she targeted me. 

Former belief that I’d be immune almost made me

laugh boldly into this nightmare. All the advice I’d

offered her in the past never tweaked an attitude.

Maybe instinctively, I knew I’d have my own swirl in

her disfavor. 

“Brownstone, why aren’t you in the kitchen?”

Electra’s voice took on frigid disdain. The young

woman stiffened. When Brownstone looked at me,

I recognized regret or some emotion akin to that. 

Why? Pity filled me for the maid over Electra’s

treatment. My turn would be next. Electra was a

force, an influence. How could anyone say no to

her? I never had.

We entered her bedchamber. With a dismissive

hand motion—still her back toward me—she said,

“Shut the door.” Moving to her lovely carved

fireplace, she gracefully placed her hand on the

mantle and swiveled to face me. She was a statue

in stone-like posture and expression. I knew

immediately that her stance was practiced. She’d

rehearsed this challenge to elaborate on details

more fully concerning this evening. Concerning

Gregor. 

Her arrogance shifted a new determination inside

of me. Lifting my chin at her, I reached for the door

and gave it a shove. If it closed all the way, very

well. If it didn’t, she could close it herself. Surprise

over my newfound boldness encouraged me. 

A stunning ceramic bouquet beautified her

dresser, and the colors matched my costume.

Avoiding the metal dog statue stationed next to

the door, the one I’d stubbed my toe on numerous

occasions, I mirrored her favorite intimidation

technique. Positioning myself alongside the 

florals, allowing them to compliment me, I faced

off with her. 

Her eyes flickered, and I knew she recognized

what I’d done. A shade of unconfident blush rose

in her cheeks. I’d take what satisfaction I could. A

second later, guilt tempered my tormented heart.

Constant competition, stepping carefully into

conversation that wouldn’t offend, and now this

challenge concerning my Gregor were burdens I

hadn’t recognized the weight of. When I’d

considered what Electra had told me of his

attention toward her, my meager confidence

slipped below measure. Maybe the battle for

Gregor’s heart had already been lost? 

My eyes took in the reflection of her mirror

pointed in my direction. Anger did not play well on

my usually calm face. What little beauty I held fled

with that emotion. 

 I’ve had a few more pressing conversations with

Gregor and my father with his parents. I’m not sure

if he has contacted you about our arrangement? I

know you’ve had an infatuation with him. He is so

very kind, not wishing to hurt your feelings. He

wanted you to get over this on your own time. But

darling, it’s time for you to let go completely. Let’s

review my expectations for you this evening.”

Electra’s mouth formed the perfect “O”.

I interrupted by holding up my hand, “Gregor must

tell me himself. That’s final.” I turned toward the

door, avoiding my reflection. I could stand her

presence no longer.
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Boom! 

A large explosion sounded close—possibly from

the next room. 

We ran for the doorway and collided. Electra landed

on my leg that lay across the statue on the floor

where I’d fallen. I felt the snap and pain in an

instant. “Help me. Please, Electra”

Lightheadedness assailed me even as thick smoke

rolled in from the hall. But she pulled herself up,

stepped over me, and ran away. I tried to move, but

the pain was unbearable. I lay my forehead on my

arm and wept. 

Minnie’s favorite stanza for “O Little Town of

Bethlehem” came to mind. Where misery cries out

to Thee, Son of the mother mild; Where charity

stands watching and faith holds wide the door, The

dark night wakes, the glory breaks, and Christmas

comes once more.

If I were abandoned here, meeting Him sooner than

ever I expected could be my reality. I sniffed, “Lord,

please forgive my hideous emotions and this

unforgiveness. Let Your resemblance shine in my

heart. Amen.” 

I stretched out my hands to offer Him my burdens.

This was the worst and yet best Christmas gift I’d

ever given. How unbearable to think of Him seeing

such ugliness inside me at our Heavenly meeting.

From the stairwell, coughing drew closer. “Don’t go.

Please, come back.” A woman’s voice sounded

from below. Electra’s voice?

Someone stumbled over my arms, and I pulled

away. A hand touched me. “DeDe?” 

 

Gregor’s nickname for me. I’d tried to say his name

but choked instead. 

“Where are you hurt?” 

I waved my hand through the smoke until finally, I

grabbed his and guided him to my injury. He felt

the break. I whimpered. He tied something tight

about my leg—the pain was searing. 

Without warning, he swooped me away from the

statue that had hindered my escape. We coughed,

wobbled, and staggered while descending to the

first-floor hall and toward the icy front porch

steps. 

One week later, I reclined in the library. Surrounded

by Austen and Dickens with my favorite tea in

hand, I listened as my sister played piano—several

of her favorite songs. Minnie’s sweet voice soared

angelically. 

I’d hoped to distract myself from the broken leg

I’m forbidden to walk on, as well as my heartache.

I’d not heard from Gregor. Maybe my wavering

thoughts toward his faithfulness were founded

after all. 

But my mind relived again and again the Christmas

party at the Frasier’s. Minnie told me I’d fainted

from pain after Gregor saved me from the smoke

and chaos. Memories I can’t confirm persisted.

Laying in the snow while the doctor checked my

lower leg and Gregor’s stalwart presence. He’d

found my bracelet—his gift and promise of a

future with me—abandoned in the snow-lined walk

while smoke billowed and fire-fighters arrived.

Image credits: Bible Image by Frauke Riether from  Pixabay  
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The painful jostling of carriage wheels against ice-

packed ruts on the long trek home—remembering God’s

presence as I prayed and abandoned my unforgiving

attitude made every second worthwhile. Still, I wished I’d

never heard Electra’s buffeting revelation.

“A Mister Allender to see you, Miss. And that is all I’m

instructed to say.” 

Was someone else in the hall? This day I’d slacked,

wearing an old dress, and my hair was not pinned and

curled. “Show him in, please.” Apprehension bloomed.

Shaky fingers tucked a couple of loose strands behind

my ears. I folded my hands on my lap. So many questions

simmered.

He entered with the brightest smile and bouquet.

Extending my hand for him to come closer was rewarded

with fast-paced steps and a firm grip on my fingers. “Let

me place these in that vase. There is so much to say, so I

will start with asking how you are, DeDe?” 

Self-consciousness over how easily I beamed at his

thoughtfulness sabotaged my reply. “I hardly know

where to begin.” 

 He smiled at me.

“My memories of the Frasier party have distracted me

enough. Thank you for rescuing me, Gregor. I’d be a pile

of ash had you not been so brave.” 

His smile widened; his shoulders relaxed. “The fire was

caused by a disgruntled maid. Brownstone is on the run.

And if that were not enough, lightning struck behind the

house too. Miss Frasier said you were right behind her

when she fled after the explosion. 

“That—”

“—is so true, isn’t it, Deedra.” Electra flounced into the

room with a sunshiny smile. Her hair—perfectly coiled

and adorned—and her dress accentuated her eyes. Her

adoring gaze latched onto Gregor. “We are staying with

the Allenders while our house is repaired.”

I was in danger of taking back the best Christmas

present I’d ever given to my Lord. Immediately, I needed

to guard my heart. If not, bitterness would follow. Minnie

played “O Little Town of Bethlehem,” third stanza. How

fitting . . . God imparts to human hearts the blessings of

His heaven. 

“Breaking my leg was an accident, Miss Frasier, but

leaving me wasn’t. I forgive you. Still, our relationship

isn’t what I thought it was. You are not welcome in my

presence.” 

Gregor and Electra’s mirrored expressions reflected

pure shock. Minnie played louder and raised her voice for

her favorite stanza. 

“Coming, Mister Allender?” 

Never looking at Electra he said, “No, you may leave.”

Electra elegantly turned and left. 

Gregor took my hands in his. “I thought I’d lost you when

you went upstairs with Miss Frasier. She is so conniving.”

He looked down. “You wore Prussian Blue.”

 

“Electra’s challenge was to not show that I cared for you

because you really loved her. Even the dress was her

idea. It was silly to allow her to hold such influence over

me.”
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“I would never marry Miss Frasier. Never.”

“She shines so—”

“I’m not a crow, I’m an eagle.”

We laughed at his comment.

Dipping his head, leaning closer, he told me about his older

sister—perishing in a carriage accident. Finding her

wrapped in a Prussian blue cloak at the age of four.

Backing up, he said, “Since then, Prussian blue had always

brought grief to me.”

The unnamed tragedy. Yet something seemed unfettered

in his expression. “And now?”
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Susan Marlene is a wife, mom, grandma, and At-Risk
Teacher’s Aide who adores her family, friends, and
furballs. 
One of her favorite past times is plotting dreadful
difficulties for her characters and then witnessing their
misdirected and clever attempts to escape. Time spent
dallying in her imagination and research works as an
elixir. Her mind races across multiple historical periods at
the same time while fueling her belief that each person’s
timeless significance is indisputable. 

 

He locked eyes with me. “DeDe, you are stunning

where it matters. Don’t compare yourself to Miss

Frasier. Your heart and your eyes hold all I need. I’ve

waited all my life for a woman like you.” 

I snorted. “I’m one year older than you. Marriage can’t

be considered until next year.” Though we laughed

together, I could see he also possessed a heightened

appreciation for life. Our love passed through a storm

and flourished. I warmed his winter-cold hands in

mine, and we gazed outside at the beautiful snowfall. 

I caught a reflection in the glass and found His

radiance staring back. It seemed that forgiveness

and joy played nicely upon my face. Glory had broken,

and a heartfelt Christmas had arrived like I’d never

known before. 

For this reason, Susan also writes devotions and nonfiction, where she mixes serious,
humorous, and thought-provoking situations that she hopes will provide an ah-ha in her
readers' experience. She is a member and co-founder of Pens of Praise Christian
Writers. You may discover the latest about Susan at:
www.susanmarlene.com
https://www.pinterest.com/SusanMarlene566/
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/20523181.Susan_Marlene
https://www.facebook.com/author.susan.marlene
https://www.instagram.com/susanmarlenewrites/
https://mewe.com/i/susanmarlene
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Tomorrow night came. In winter coats, mittens, hats, and

well-wrapped in afghans, we settled on the swing. Through

our open living room drapes, the Christmas tree lights

shone on the snow.

Cars began to pull up, some in our driveway, some parked

on the street. First our two sons arrived, then our

daughter, her husband, and their six children—some with

their significant others. All gathered on the lawn. 

They sang. For an hour the melodies surrounded us. 

Passersby, neighbors, street traffic—all heard the

Christmas serenade. At times we joined the singing. My

husband’s clear voice. My thin, trembly one.

My heart overflowed. Joy streaked down my cheeks. 

No matter how hard Satan works, his plans come to

naught. Christmas cannot be cancelled.

On Christmas we sing. Being isolated, different

households not allowed to gather, would Satan’s

pandemic silence our singing this year?

My heart ached at the thought of no family caroling

’round the tree. Sure, the two of us alone could do a

puny sing. My husband has an excellent voice. Mine?

Not so much. Maybe music this year would be limited

to CD listening.

After the big feast of traditional dishes and after the

church services, singing carols is our very last

activity before hanging the stockings by the

chimney with care. 

Quiet settles in the dim room with tree lights, the

only illumination. Any family members who can come,

gather around. Folks call out favorite titles. Our

young men and women have developed fine, strong

voices. The girl’s high sopranos blend with the teen

tenors. A few deep bass notes tickle your gizzard.

Every so often gorgeous harmonizing breaks forth. 

Eventually, about an hour later, the yawns become

frequent. The voices begin to fail, grow hoarse. Then

comes the finale. Silent Night always closes out the

year’s impromptu concert. Everyone leaves quietly.

I’d about given up this favorite family event. Drat

that pandemic!

Then God intervened!

A few days before Christmas, the phone rang. Our

daughter’s voice. “Hello, Mom. Are you and Dad

available tomorrow night? Tim and I’d like to come

over. We’ll need to stay outside, but if you and Dad

bundle up and sit on the porch swing, getting

together should be okay.”

         

CAN SATAN
STEAL

CHRISTMAS?

Chris Stratton from Appleton,
Wisconsin, writes because it’s fun. It's
energizing. It’s life! Published in
poetry and memoirs, she enjoys
making up characters and is working
on her second book. 

She's active in The Word & Pen
Christian Writer's club and hosts a
weekly critique group at her house. 

If you ask her where she finds her joy, she'd say, "In
everything give thanks: for this is the will of God in Christ
Jesus concerning you." 1 Thessalonians 5:18.
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For to us a child is born, to us a son is given; and
the government shall be upon his shoulder, and his
name shall be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty

God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.

Isaiah 9:6

GOOD NEWS!
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S P R E A D I N G  T H E  N E W S

Paul stood next to the entryway, praying blessings on the believers as they left the evening

fellowship. Beside him stood a fierce Roman palace guard. 

Lydia pressed a cloth-wrapped raisin cake into Paul’s hands. “Please accept this gift,” she

whispered before she slipped out.

One after another, others followed her until finally, the house stood empty. Except for Paul. And

the palace guard. 

Paul moved away from the door. The palace guard moved with him, a stern frown on his face. The

metal links that chained Paul to the Roman soldier clanked as they walked over to a low couch and

sat down. Paul sighed. He still couldn’t get used to being chained to someone day and night like

this. 

      

He wondered what the soldier felt, being chained together with him. 

By Nancy I. Sanders
 

What has happened to me has really helped to spread the good news. One thing has become clear. I am being held by chains because

of my stand for Christ. All of the palace guards and everyone else know it. –Philippians 1:12-13, NIrV

 

Image credits:  Roman ruins image by travelspot from Pixabay 
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“What news?” Brutus asked, taking the cake.
      
“When Quirinius was governor of Syria,” Paul explained. “Caesar Augustus made a law that

everyone’s name in the whole Roman world must be put on a list.”
      
Brutus nodded as he ate his cake. “I’ve heard of that.”
      
Paul continued. “Everyone went to the town where their relatives were from, including a man named

Joseph. He went to Bethlehem with Mary. Mary was expecting a baby, and when they got to

Bethlehem, her little son was born. They named him Jesus.”
      
Brutus shrugged his shoulders and frowned. “There’s nothing special about a baby.”
      
“Oh, but this baby was different!” Paul said. “He was born during the night in Bethlehem. An angel

announced his birth to a group of shepherds out in the fields watching their sheep. Well, when they

heard he was the Savior they’d been waiting for, they hurried to find the baby.
      
Paul lost track of time as he shared with Brutus all about Jesus, how He grew up to die on the cross

to take the punishment for sin, and how He rose from the grave and is alive again. Finally, Paul

explained, “If you choose to believe Jesus is the Son of God and ask Him to save you from your

sins, you will be saved.”
      
A crease furrowed Brutus’s brow as he thought about Paul’s words. Brutus started to speak when

suddenly there was a sound at the door.
      
Knock. Knock. Knock.
      
Paul and Brutus both stood up and moved together toward the door. Brutus pulled it open. Outside

stood another palace guard.
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Suddenly Paul had an idea. He

unwrapped the raisin cake and offered

a piece of its sweet goodness to the

palace guard.
      
The soldier looked surprised at his

kindness.
      
“What is your name?” Paul asked.
     
“Brutus.”

“Have a piece of cake with me,

Brutus,” Paul said. “And tell me. Have

you heard the news about the

surprising events that happened in

Bethlehem not too many years past?”
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To learn more, visit the author’s website at:
 http://nancyisanders.com/bedtime-board-books/

Nancy I. Sanders is the bestselling and
award-winning KidLit author of more than
100 books including her newest board book,
Bedtime With Mommy. 

From the polar bears in the Arctic to the
elephants on the grasslands, all around the
world Mommies are tucking their little ones
into bed with Psalms, prayers, and lots of
snuggles and hugs.

Bedtime with Mommy is the perfect
Christmas gift for little ones and their
families!  

“Greetings, Marcus,” Brutus said.
      
Marcus nodded. “Your watch is over. I’m here to replace you.”
      
Paul stood still as Brutus pulled out a key, opened the lock that held their chains together, and

then stepped free. He snapped the lock closed again so that Marcus and Paul were now chained

together.
     
Brutus saluted Marcus, nodded thoughtfully at Paul, and then turned to leave.
      
Next to Paul, Marcus stood straight and tall. 
      
Paul realized the chains no longer bothered him. Instead, he felt like dancing for joy. Why, he

himself was the one whose soul had been set free. And now what an amazing opportunity God

had given him for sharing the good news about Jesus.
      
“Marcus,” Paul said kindly. “Have a piece of raisin cake with me. And tell me. Have you heard the

news about the surprising events that happened in Bethlehem not too many years past?”
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But he heard the talk. Everyone

putting those like him down,

suggesting his disability proved a

sign of his depravity. 

Until he heard a new voice. One who

didn’t condemn but forgave. And

healed. 

And it gave him courage to call out.

No matter what anyone else said to

stop him.

“Be quiet,” they yelled. “He doesn’t

have time for you,” they shouted.

But he just cried out louder, knowing

he needed mercy.

Another no name woman. Just

identified by region: A Samaritan.

She came in the middle of the day—

when no one in their right minds

would attempt it. The sun beat down

on her head and back, her jars heavy

in her sweaty hands. 

 

But she had no choice. 

No one would accept her in the

morning shade. It just wasn’t worth

the stares and whispers. 

What of all the men who knew her

and were now gone? It doesn’t say.

We just know she’d been married

five times. 

And the man she lived with now

hadn’t bothered to marry her at all. 

So, she waited ’til all the

townspeople were gone. And then

she crept to the well to collect her

water. 

Alone.

Oh, how they grieved! Two sisters 

for their brother. 

He’d been sick, and they called for

help. But help didn’t come.

Hot. And dusty. Totally opposite of

our current cold and ice.

 

But tempers flared much like a Black

Friday midnight special. Throngs of

people pushing and shoving.

Everyone wanting attention. 

She knew she shouldn’t be among

them. If they knew who she was, 

ack, she couldn’t even think of the

repercussions, the horror that she

would dare touch them. 

But  desperate pushed her. It had

been twelve. long. years. Pain,

cramps, all that horrid blood. Taken

advantage of by doctors, she’d lost

all her money for a cure. And only

gotten worse. 

So, she tried to come anonymously.

Because this was her last hope.

He was blind. A beggar. Couldn’t see

trees, birds, faces. 
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wasn’t an option when they had to

take one of those down with their

bare hands. 

And the sheep didn’t help at all,

always running off on their own. If

one jumped off a cliff, would the

others follow? Of course! In fact, left

on their own, sheep would walk

themselves right to the

slaughterhouse. 

But shepherding didn’t just mean

strong muscles and great night

vision. They needed thick skin, too.

Yes, shepherds were poor. Yes, they

smelled like the fields.

 

But did that give society the right to

treat ’em like they were dirt?

So many stories.  Countless lives. 

All with a longing. Some desperate.

Some questioning. Some not even

knowing they had a need. 

And yet He came to all. Offering

hope, offering change, offering joy.

To the blind man crying out, He

heard him. And gave him sight.

To the Samaritan woman—

parched and alone—He told her

everything she’d ever done and

showed her water that would

truly quench her thirst.

·For the sisters, Mary and

Martha, He gave them back their

brother. Yes, he was dead. For

four days. But with a word, Jesus

brought him back to life.

·For the rich religious man, Christ

showed him his need. To be born

anew.

·And those tough shepherds? 

One dark night—in a field nearby—

He showed them their fear and then

took it away, giving them dignity and

a message: 

 

"Good news of Great Joy.

A Savior has been born for you.

He is Christ the Lord."
[Luke 2:10-11]

 

And they ALL rejoiced.
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So he died. 

And these sisters, Mary and Martha,

struggled in the darkest days of

their lives as their hope died with

him.

Now, Nicodemus? He had it all. 

Seemingly. 

A prominent leader, he was smart,

accepted. He did all the “right”

things and could hold his head high.

And yet there was a hole. Enough

that he came in the dark of night to

find out what he was missing.

Last, but NOT least, you had to be

tough to do their job. Shepherding

those silly sheep wasn’t easy, and

long night vigils were a normal part

of the work. 

First, there were the wild animals—

bears, lions, basically anything that

liked to steal a taste of lamb.  Fear 
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To the woman incognito--

Jesus felt her touch. Called

her daughter. And healed her.
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While "In the Dark Longing for Joy" is one of her latest
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https://elizabethdaghfal.com/
https://elizabethdaghfal.com/contact-me/
https://elizabethdaghfal.com/
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CHRISTMAS
LIVING

PAGE 22

A tour of Harstad and the 
Northern Lights

Meanwhile, her sister Mary was sitting at Jesus’ feet, hanging on His every word. That’s where joy was residing. With

irritation, frazzled Martha says to Jesus, “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell

her to help me!” (Luke 10:40 NIV)

Is that our cry when we look at our Christmas calendar? “Someone please help me. There’s too much to do and not

enough time to do it.”

The season of celebration and blessing becomes the season to collapse and be stressed. Our days include shopping

and gift wrapping. We add writing cards and a stop at the post office to buy stamps. We read “must haves” in

advertisements, question our budget, and wonder if our gift selections will be met with smiles or disappointment.

Juggling our calendar to accommodate children’s programs, holiday parties, and cookie swaps becomes a skill of

talent-show caliber. Have we mentioned tension in relationships? Whew! And all this while still operating on a usual

school or work schedule. 

Pause. That’s what Mary did. During that famous dinner party, Mary sat at Jesus’ feet, soaking in His words. Joy.

Jesus responds to Martha’s plea, “You are worried and upset about many things. Mary has chosen what is better. And

it will not be taken away from her.” (Luke 10: 41,42 NIV) 

Was it a reprimand or a reminder? It was definitely a call to see an opportunity.

Read Luke 10:38-41
 

The home of Mary, Martha, and Lazarus wasn’t the

scene of a holiday party but resembles what often

happens during the Christmas season. In Luke

10:38-41, we read Martha was busy preparing

dinner and fussing in the kitchen. I’m sure she

looked at her “To Do” list, checked the bread in the

oven, determined what time to cook the

vegetables, and hoped the roast would be to

everyone’s satisfaction. 

What’s missing in the kitchen, as we read, is

enjoyment. Verse forty tells us, “Martha was

distracted by all the preparations that had to be

made.”
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Yes, we have essential and necessary activities during the Christmas season. But some tasks are self-imposed

attempts to make the perfect Hallmark holiday. In fairness to Martha, someone had to cook, considering she had

a guest. But did she miss her opportunity for joy? She became frustrated in her doing. 

Perhaps we can make a contemporary application and see ourselves in Martha—choosing a decorator table

scape, perfectly placed tree ornaments, and a featured holiday menu. In other words, seeking to entertain rather

than offer hospitality.

Luke 10:38-43 isn’t the usual Christmas passage for meditation, but read it with a Christmas view. Then aim for

real Christmas living, not a missed opportunity. 

As we respond, let’s add real living as we approach the season.

How can you separate the essential from the trivial, eliminate

the unnecessary, and focus on the important? 

Take your pen and cross out the unnecessary on your list and

calendar. Boldly say, “Not this year.” Schedule and live within your

physical, mental, financial, and emotional capacity. Sit with the

Savior. Take time each day to get your cues from the Word. You’ll

find Christmas living will bring wisdom for planning and use of

time. Focus on His applause and set boundaries, not fall prey to

comparison. Time spent in the Word supplies comfort in

discouragement and peace when distracted. You’ll see

guidelines for communicating with grace and love. Like Mary, the

better part is abiding. Jesus wants to show and teach us real

living. 
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Sit with
the
Savior

Real 
Christmas living,
not a missed
opportunity.

Mary focused on being and becoming. She wasn’t going to

miss the opportunity to cling to the One who had all the

answers.

There is merit in both responses. I’m sure Martha wanted the

best dinner for her honored guest. Who wouldn’t? But Jesus

says, “Leave worry, come and sit with Me. I will feed you in a

unique way and show you how to manage your day. We’ll eat

dinner eventually. I’m not here for a gourmet meal. I want to

spend time with you.”  Like He did with the thirsty woman at

the well in John 3, Jesus offers the living water of relationship

that quenches our thirst and satisfies our deepest needs. He

offers more.

As we approach the holiday season, let’s learn from Mary and Martha. Could Martha have worked smarter and still

planned a savory menu rather than attempt a full-course gourmet meal? Could she have planned ahead, known

her limits, and enlisted help, so she, too, could sit at Jesus’s feet while the meal was in the oven? Could she have

prepared with Mary ahead of time?
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 For unto you is born this day in the
city of David a Savior, who is Christ

the Lord.
Luke 2:11, ESV

https://www.amazon.com/Destination-Hope-Travel-Companion-Falls/dp/1649601093/
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2.  Take baby steps. What does a less

stressful Christmas look like to you? Make

a list and begin chipping away at the

things you can control. Don’t try to

organize every aspect of your Christmas

at one time. Instead, choose one or two

areas that generally cause you additional

stress during the holidays to manage.

Each year, things will get less stressful,

one step at a time.

Do you struggle to have a merry Christmas due to pressures of the holiday? Keep in mind, there is no such

thing as a stress-free Christmas. There will always be things out of your control during the season that can

add tension. The goal is to control the things you can, to help lessen your stress when life throws you a

curveball. Let’s look at ways to help take your Christmas season from stressed to blessed.

1.  Create a Christmas notebook. Making a

Christmas planning notebook is one of the

first steps to lessen the stress at

Christmas. Having a notebook gives you

one place to keep all your holiday plans.

Your favorite recipes, gift lists, decorating

ideas, and more will all be at your

fingertips.  Plus, creating a record of the

holiday season will save memories of this

year while being a great reference for

future years. 

E I G H T  T I P S  T O
T A K E

C H R I S T M A S
F R O M

S T R E S S E D  T O
B L E S S E D

 

3. Make lists. Making to-do and shopping

lists may seem like a simple thing to do

and are common sense, but it is essential.

Make lists for everything, including all the

little details, so things do not sneak up on

you because you forgot. Once you make

the lists, put them in your Christmas

notebook and refer to them often

because it will help you stay on track with

your holiday plans and help with the stress

of forgetting the fine details.

4. Deadlines are our friends! This concept

comes from Cassandra Cooper, the Time

Miner, and keeps you on track with all your

Christmas plans. First, create a Christmas

planning calendar and write in due dates.

Schedule times for wrapping gifts, working

on Christmas cards, buying stamps, mailing

packages, baking cookies, and more. The

visual of seeing the dates set to complete

things will help make it look more

manageable which reduces the stress of

doing many things at the last minute.

C O P Y R I G H T E D  M A T E R I A L ,  A L L  R I G H T S  R E S E R V E D

P A G E  3 0

BY KRISANN BLAIR



6.   Ask for help. Do you try to do it all? Ask your

family for help in the planning and execution of

your holiday activities and events. One example

would be a Christmas card signing night where

everyone in the family passes around the cards,

and each person signs their name. They can also

help with addressing, putting return labels and

stamps on the envelopes.

5.   Celebrate the Christmas season, not just

Christmas day. No one ever said you have to

celebrate only on December 25. Trying to

squeeze all your activities into one or two

days can add lots of stress to the season.

Instead, think about having celebrations

throughout the entire season from the start

of Advent through Epiphany on January 6.

You might be surprised to find that it helps

others also to have a 12 Days of Christmas

get-together (which happens AFTER, not

before Christmas day), and it is a legitimate

reason to keep your decorations up longer!

7.   Christmas doesn’t have to be perfect!

Referring to the last tip, let others help,

even if it is not perfect. More family

memories can be made in the kitchen

baking together, wrapping gifts together,

decorating the tree together, etc., than

having the “perfect” tree or wrapped

presents.

8.   Start early, start now! It is never too early

to start planning for Christmas. So many

people are surprised that Christmas has come

so quickly, but here is the secret. It comes the

same day every year! It is not a moving target.

So, we can start planning anytime during the

year, and the earlier, the better. Why start

early? You can reduce the stress by moving

some of the Christmas tasks to outside of the

holiday season. For example, do you need to

save money on baking supplies? Begin

shopping for non-perishables on your list in the

summer months when items are on sale, then

create a special place to store them until

needed. If you’re an early shopper, schedule

time BEFORE the start of the holiday season

to wrap them. 

These are just a few ways to help take your

Christmas from stressed to blessed, allowing

you to enjoy your Christmas season with family

and friends. You can get more ideas and

suggestions by signing up for the Christmas

Organizing Newsletter (free) at

ChristmasOrganizing.com.

Written by Krisann Blair, author, speaker, Christmas coach, and founder
of Christmas Organizing. Krisann has been helping families take their
Christmas from stressed to blessed since 1998 and is the author and
creator of Christmas Planning 101, Christmas Organizing Planner, My
Christmas Card List, and several other upcoming Christmas planning-
related books. You can find Krisann on social media as the Christmas
Coach. Be sure to check out her new YouTube channel at: 
 https://www.youtube.com/c/ChristmasOrganizing
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Liz Jacobs sighed as she hung the angel costumes

back on the rack in her Sunday school classroom.

Maybe someday she’d have little cherubs, a family of

her own.  Not happening at the rate she was going.

Auntie Jen had reminded her again last week, “Your

maternal clock is ticking.” 

Oh well, for now, she’d get her kid-fix through teaching
—public school and Sunday school. Today’s Christmas
program practice had gone well. Even if they botched
it during tomorrow’s performance, the congregation
would be forgiving. She gazed fondly at the last of the
children waiting for their parents while they colored at
her table. 

Olivia Davis peeled paper off the orange crayon. “We
got the biggest tree ever this year. Daddy had to cut it
to make it fit in the living room.”
 
Not to be outdone, Ava Franklin announced, “We have
two trees. One for the den and one for the upstairs
window. The lights twinkle so pretty.” Ava’s eyes
momentarily squinched shut. “Mommy says our house
should be on the cover of Christmas House and
Garden.”

Olivia pursed her lips. “But you should see the
presents under our tree. We got piles of them.”

Ava and Liam nodded, eyes sparkling. Ava pointed to
her brother. “Liam’s been shaking packages, trying to
guess what’s inside. Mom said she’s going to have to
hide them if he doesn’t stop. I ripped one open, just a
little on the side.” She giggled. “It’s the dollhouse I
asked Santa for.” 

CHRISTMAS 
SPARKS

Liz hid her smile. She remembered being a child so
excited for Christmas—shaking presents, making
cookies, memorizing her part for the children’s
Christmas program. 

Olivia’s mom burst through the doorway. “Sorry we’re
late. So much to do these days. Ava and Liam, I told your
mom I’d drop you off, so she doesn’t have to take baby
Lucas out.” 

A trail of laughter and chatter followed their departure.
Liz sat at the table where the two McCarthy girls colored
quietly. Choosing a picture of angels singing to
shepherds, Liz darkened the sky with shades of blue and
black. “Do you have your tree up?” 

Six-year-old Emma colored Baby Jesus in the manger.
“Not yet. Daddy’s been busy.” 

Liz didn’t miss the sad look exchanged by the sisters.
They’d had a tough year. Mom died of leukemia in March.
Their father, Josiah, farmed about eight miles north of
town. He’d been good about dropping the girls off for
Sunday School, but she hadn’t seen him in church.
Perhaps grief, raising daughters, and farming were as
much as he could handle these days.

“Let’s clean up here and wait for your dad upstairs.” 

Emma helped her put the crayons back in the bin. 

Liz zipped three-year-old Sophia’s coat and tugged the
warm hat on her head. Clearly these girls needed bigger
clothes. No doubt one more thing on Josiah’s to-do list.
If only she could help without imposing or making him
feel inadequate as a father.
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Sophia clung to her hand while the trio tramped up the

basement stairs. They peeked out the front door of St.

Paul’s Church just in time to catch Josiah pulling into

the parking lot. Liz walked them out and watched

Emma scramble up into the back seat of the truck.

Josiah swung Sophia into his arms and rubbed noses

with her.

“You didn’t think I forgot, did you?” Josiah said with

forced playfulness.

Sophia shook her head and hugged him. “We waited for

you. We didn’t cry.”

After securing his youngest, Josiah turned to Liz.

“Thanks for having them ready. I’ll get them here for

the program tomorrow.”

Liz wondered if she dared ask. Finally, she blurted,

“Emma said you’ve been busy and haven’t gotten a

tree up. Did you have a plan, or would it be all right if I

brought a small one over? I’d enjoy decorating it with

them.”

He flinched and didn’t meet her gaze. 

Lord, I didn’t want to embarrass him—just to help. 

“Miss Jacobs, I’d be grateful. It’s been hard to dig out

boxes that hold memories, but you’re right. My kids

need a Christmas.” He climbed into the driver’s seat,

closed the door, then paused and rolled down his

window. “Ya know, it might be fun to go hunting for a

tree this afternoon. I’ve got a couple of acres of pine

on my farmstead. Would you care to join us?”

Sophia’s face pressed to the glass, eyes pleading for

Liz to say yes. From behind, Emma’s head nodded

wildly. 

“Sure. I’ll bring decorations. Tinsel or garland?”

Josiah chuckled. “Surprise us. We’ll be happy with

either. See you at two?”

 

How quickly her day and her mood had improved. “I’ll be

there.”

Two o’clock came fast. She’d rushed to a neighboring town

to pick up tree decorations. So many color schemes to

choose from. What would they like? 

She selected a red, green, and silver palette of Christmas

ornaments. White lights, tinsel, and a matching star for the

top. She gathered cookie dough, frosting, sprinkles, hot

chocolate mix, and mini marshmallows. If only she had time

to pick up a few gifts for under the tree. But perhaps it was

better not to. She didn’t want to overstep her boundary.

Following the GPS to the McCarthy farm, she gave thanks

for sunshine and warmer temperatures. This afternoon’s

thirty degrees felt balmy after last week’s cold spell.

Driving into the yard, she saw activity by the barn. A hay

wagon and tractor were set up and ready to go. Emma and

Sophia danced on the wagon bed.

“Hey.” Josiah grinned. “My girls have been non-stop happy

since they heard you were coming.”

She smiled and clapped her gloved hands. “Let the fun

begin.” Climbing on the deck, she found three hay bales

with a quilt. “Looks like we won’t get cold.”

“That’s the plan.” Josiah started the tractor, then turned

around. “Everyone ready?” 

While he pulled the wagon along the fence line toward a

wooded patch, Liz sat on a bale with a girl on each side.

They all snuggled warm under the blanket and  belted

“Jingle Bells,” “Away in a Manger,” and “We Wish You a

Merry Christmas.” Emma and Sophia clung to her, laughing

and singing.

When Josiah stopped the tractor, he lifted the girls off the

wagon. Then he reached out to take Liz’s hand while she

stepped onto the wagon tongue and down to the ground.

“I’m glad you came. We needed a spark to get our

Christmas celebration rolling.”

How kind. Liz had worried that joining their tree search

might be awkward. Instead, they’d made her feel at home.
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Sophia rode on Josiah’s shoulders as they walked on a

path through the woods where oaks, maples, and other

deciduous trees grew. Beyond was a field of pines

planted in rows. 

Liz gave Josiah an incredulous look. “You have a tree

farm?” 

He shrugged. “MaryAnn dreamed of opening a tree farm

during the Christmas season. She’d make apple cider,

and I’d drive wagonloads of people out here. Customers

would pick their trees, and I’d bale, tag, and deliver them

to their cars.” He looked away. “That dream never

happened. She was sick last year and then ….”

“What a beautiful plan. I hope you’ll be open next year.

It’d be a great way to honor her memory.” 

Emma pulled on her hand. “Let’s go.”

Josiah led them to a plot labeled Scotch Pines. They

walked up and down the row trying to select the perfect

tree. Each was more impressive than the last. Emma

wanted the tallest one, but her daddy said it wouldn’t fit

in the house. They agreed on a five-foot beauty. He cut

it, wrapped it in burlap, and dragged it back through the

trail to the waiting wagon.

At the house, Josiah centered the tree in a stand while

Liz and the girls carried in her packages from the car. 

The house breathed of MaryAnn. Although it was picked

up and in order, Liz got the impression that nothing of

importance had been moved or changed since

MaryAnn’s passing. 

The dining room table, covered with a lace cloth, still held

the familiar box from the funeral home—the one with the

guest book, matching thank you notes, and

complimentary video. The photo boards revealed happier

days of babies and smiles. 

A rocking chair near the living room couch must have

been hers. The cozy quilt laying across the rocker hadn’t

been touched for months. A film of dust dulled the

rooms. This home felt like a shrine. 

Liz wished she’d met MaryAnn, but the young mother had

already been ill and homebound when Liz was hired to

teach fourth-grade last year.

Turning on the oven, Liz asked Emma to help her find

baking sheets. Then she rolled out dough on the counter

and gave the girls free reign with her cookie cutters. The

aroma of hot chocolate filled the kitchen. Sophia

dropped a fist of marshmallows into her mug.

“Smells good in here.” Josiah grinned, hanging up his

chore coat. He found a carol-playing station on the radio,

then he took Emma’s hands and waltzed her around the

dining room. Sophia bounced on her toes as she waited

her turn.

Liz’s heart melted. The sight of Josiah dancing with his

daughters—one in his arms, the other standing on his

feet, hugging his waist, tugged at her need for family.

Sadness may have reigned in this home, but she saw a

flicker of hope and laughter beginning to shine.

Once lights adorned the tree and the star shone from

the top, Josiah excused himself to do the evening

chores. “I’ve got livestock to feed and cows to milk.

Would you care to stay for supper when I’m done? We

could throw in a frozen pizza.”

Liz tossed a smile his direction. “Sounds good.” Josiah

was easygoing and comfortable to hang out with. Not to

mention, good looking!

She put the girls to work hanging balls. Sophia’s bottom

branches filled quickly. Emma helped arrange the upper

ranks. 

They told silly stories, and the girls shared their favorite

memories of Mommy while they decorated cookies. At

times, they sang along with the radio.

After chores, Liz sat with the family in the living room,

eating pizza and frosted cookies. Laden with the glitter

of white lights, colorful ornaments, a little tinsel, and a

star on top, the tree shimmered in the dusky room.
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Sophia and Liz dried the dishes that Josiah washed, and

Emma put away. Job done, Liz knew it was time to leave,

but she hated to break the spell. How wonderful to be

part of a family. 

The small artificial tree at her apartment was her token

decoration, but it didn’t matter. After school on

Tuesday, she’d be flying home to Ohio for Christmas. 

Now she wished she could stay and spend time with the

McCarthy’s. Emma and Sophia were adorable; however,

she knew it wasn’t the children who monopolized her

imagination. Before she made a fool of herself, it was

definitely time to leave. “I’ll see you at church.”

“Aww. Do you have to go?” Emma and Sophia hugged

and begged her to stay longer.

Josiah came to her aid. “You two need a bath. Say

goodbye to Miss Jacobs.” Then he swung Sophia up on

his shoulders and tickled Emma. “Now you may wait at

the window to wave while I walk Miss Jacobs to her car.”

She almost said he didn’t have to but bit her tongue. She

really wanted him to. They walked out into the crisp cold

of the night. Heavenly lights sparkled. The Big Dipper,

Orion, and could that be Mars?

“Thanks for coming. You brought joy. We’ve been

missing that for a long time.” He stood close beside her.

She could smell the cologne he’d slapped on after

washing up from the barn. “You helped me laugh today.”

Liz smiled. “You three made it a special day for me, too.”

“I’m going to take them shopping tomorrow after

church. Only four more days left, you know.” He paused

searching her face. “I kind of hate to ask. You’ve been so

kind to us already, but I could use help shopping for the

girls and distracting them while I purchase gifts. Would

you be available to come along?”

Her heart skipped a beat, and she smiled into his clear

brown eyes. “It’s no trouble at all. I’d be honored to go

Christmas shopping with you and the girls.” Of course,

she wanted to spend more time with him. More time to

get to know one another. More time to consider if the

sparks she felt might fan into flame. 

Perhaps she could help this family heal from their loss.

Maybe a way to honor MaryAnn’s memory for those

sweet girls. For now, she’d take steps—one at a time—

and know God hadn’t forgotten her. 

Driving away, she cranked the volume on the car radio,

and sang with gusto. She couldn't wait to see what lay

around the corner.
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For he himself endured a cross and thought nothing of its shame because of the joy he knew would follow his suffering.

H E  D I D  I T  A L L  
F O R  J O Y

Surprised to find that verse in a Christmas magazine? Well, what could be more like Christmas than the gift

Jesus gave? The gift of freedom, joy, peace, and so much more. 

He presented this gift to a world full of people who deserved nothing more than bondage, sorrow, and trouble.               

They had turned their backs on their creator, who dearly longed for relationship with his people.

While volunteering to be born in a smelly stable, Jesus already saw the torturous death he’d endure for the

sake of unfaithful people. The hours of agony, the shame of execution as a criminal, the cruelty of being

punished for telling the truth about his father and ours.

Yet he chose to be born as one of us because he saw beyond the stable and beyond the cross. He knew that

his death would ensure our release from bondage. Forever.

He welcomed the cross even while dreading it, for the JOY of knowing that his resurrection would restore the

communication and friendship he and his father desired when they first created us. That all the walls would

crumble, and we would once again have free access to the heavenly kingdom and to our creator. He did it all for

us. For you. And for me.

Could he have offered a better Christmas gift? 
 

Prayer: Jesus, thank you for leaving your perfect heaven to relieve our pain and free us. You knew we needed a

savior and were willing to endure the cross on our behalf. We love you. Forever.
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Hebrews 12:2 (J. B. Phillips New Testament)



Kathi Bloy is a Northeast Wisconsin author and speaker who tells stories that
stir the heart. Her self-published book, Reviving Hope, recounts a woman’s
struggle to overcome the horrors of childhood sexual abuse with help from the
Holy Spirit. Kathi is known in her church community for passionate missions’
presentations and original skits that bring sermons to life. She and her
husband, Tom, have four adult children, nine grandchildren, and two great-
grandchildren. 

You can find her at:
https://bloytotheworld.wordpress.com/
https://www.facebook.com/authorkathibloy/
https://www.facebook.com/Stories.to.Stir.the.Heart
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Christmas List
 

You wrote your Christmas wish list

Quite different this year.

It didn't have much on it.

In fact, three things, I hear.

 

You wished for understanding

Of life, of love, of grace.

Not easy things to come by 

In any time or place.

 

But one thing I can give you

That might just fit the bill.

A baby in a manger

And on the Earth, good will.
 

BY LORI SCOTT
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C is for Christ, in a manger He lay

H is for horses and donkeys and hay

R is for reason the angels did sing

I is for incense the wisemen would bring

S is for Shepherd and Star shining bright.

T is for traveling late in the night.

M is for Mary, the mother who cares.

A is for all that this God-king will share.

S is for Savior of humblest birth

(God being born as a child on this earth.)

 

Lori Z. Scott has two quirky habits:
chronic doodling and lame joke telling.
Neither one impresses her fellow
teachers/authors, but they still somehow
inspired Lori to accidentally write a
bestselling children's book series and on
purpose publish over 175 articles, short
stories, and more.  Look for her upcoming
2022 release, Inside the Ten-foot Line,  a
YA novel written with the female
Christian athlete in mind.

 
Links: 
Instagram @Lori.Z.Scott 
Website www.lori-z.scott.com  
Articles www.storyembers.org 
Latest article https://storyembers.org/5-stylistic-choices-you-need-to-stop-
making/
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A  P R I C E L E S S
O R N A M E N T  

The exquisite Christmas ornament fired shards of brilliancy into the darkness. With 1,578 diamonds encrusted

on its solid 18 carat white-gold surface and two rings adorned with 188 rubies each surrounding its stunning

sphere, the world’s most expensive Christmas bauble goes for a mere $136,000. Mark Hussey, a Hallmark

jeweler, designed this spectacular mini-globe to benefit charity. 

The actual ornament can be seen at: https://bit.ly/3BhvgRB

But the above paragraph contains an error: the extraordinary orb mentioned above is not the most expensive

ornament that exists. That honor belongs to a secluded ornament found in a small book of the Bible. The verse

in 1 Peter 3:4 says, “But let it be the hidden man of the heart, in that which is not corruptible, even the

ornament of a meek and quiet spirit, which is in the sight of God of great price.” (KJV)

An evaluation of the biblical ornament mentioned in this verse was made by the most imminent Jeweler

Himself, the LORD God Almighty. In His estimation, this ornament is valued at a “great price,” capable of

escalating as the years pass on into eternity. This rare masterpiece has been carefully crafted out of stunning

jewels from His Word and encircled with the rings of meekness and quietness that traverse its magnificent

curve. Their spectacular stones shine with an ethereal brilliance because they are cut from the Rock which is

Jesus. 

When we hang the ornament of a meek and quiet spirit on the branches of our lives, something extraordinary

happens. Suddenly, the ordinary twigs of our daily grind light up with the brilliant glory of God. Priceless displays

of His power and majesty rim our earthly branches and sparkle with His love. 

Image credits: Ben Mullins from Unsplash
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Meekness is controlled strength. Just as Mr. Hussey, the Hallmark jeweler, used a small pile of

diamonds to fashion an exquisite unforgettable ornament, so we form strength from the diamonds of

Scripture. The story of Moses in Exodus shows his strength forming under pressure like a diamond.

Moses learned to control His words and actions while following the Lord in leading the Israelites, a

nation of about two million people. He shouldered the gigantic burdens of their lives as he led them to

Canaan. But his meekness nurtured and sustained the Israelites, and God birthed the world a Savior

through them. 

The esteemed English jeweler designed his exquisite ornament with 1,578 diamonds and 188 rubies.

The Master Jeweler, God Himself, designed His priceless ornament of a meek and quiet spirit and

adorned it with diamonds and rubies from His Word. The word quiet in the Bible is associated with

peace(i), wisdom (ii), and strength (iii). According to Isaiah 32:17, a quiet spirit is an effect of

righteousness. When we focus on the righteousness of God, we become changed into His image (iv).

Then, the beauty and luxury of His Presence emanates from within our souls, and others are drawn to

the magnificence of Christ, attracted by our ornament: that of a meek and quiet spirit. The verse

offers the source of quietness, “And the work of righteousness shall be peace; and the effect of

righteousness quietness and assurance for ever.” (KJV)

Mark Hussey decreed that a portion of the proceeds from his most expensive ornament would

benefit the National Autistic Society of the United Kingdom. So, God decrees that part of the

proceeds from His gift to us will benefit those in need of its hidden treasure. People need the Lord.

And we need to reflect Jesus, our master creator, as we shine with the ornament of a meek and quiet

spirit. Like the star that drew men to the Light of the world that dark night so long ago, we can turn

many to righteousness! (v)

i Proverbs 1:33

ii Ecclesiastes 9:17

iii Isaiah 30:15

iv 2 Corinthians 3:18

v Daniel 12:3
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Jamie took a sip of the bitter coffee—now stone cold—

and grimaced.

Orange vinyl stuck to her skin and smacked with her

movements. The chair was a sorry excuse for a bed, but

she’d been sleeping in it for the last two nights. It was

better than going home to a perfectly decorated Christmas

wonderland, empty and lonely. All the work, the time, the

details—worthless now.

She and Eric had been so eager to host the holidays at their

house. Jamie planned, shopped, and decorated every

corner of their beautiful home, even down to the scented

candles on the mantle. 

The kids were coming—Jonathan from the Navy and Amy

with her husband, Mitch. Jamie’s parents just lived across

town, so of course they’d be there, too. For weeks she

looked forward to it.

Then plans fell apart. Jonathan’s ship was deployed

indefinitely, and he obviously couldn’t opt out of the

mission. Amy and Mitch had been asked to cover Christmas

events at church so their pastor could get a much-needed

break with his family. Mitch would even preach the

Christmas Day message. And Jamie’s parents decided to

fulfill their life-long dream of cruising through the islands

over the holidays. 

None of them would be coming after all. 

C O P Y R I G H T E D  M A T E R I A L ,  A L L  R I G H T S  R E S E R V E D

P A G E  4 2

AN UNEXPECTED
CHRISTMAS

BY STEPHANIE SMITH

Jamie knew she should be happy for her family and

their opportunities, but she didn’t feel very thankful.

Her plans were spoiled, and no one even seemed to

care. 

Then things went from bad to worse.

The Monday before Christmas, Eric played his weekly

game of 3-on-3 basketball at the rec center. Jamie

usually spent the evening with her girlfriends but

chose to stay home and nurse her wounds. When

midnight rolled around and Eric still wasn’t home,

Jamie began to worry. She checked her phone for

messages. Nothing.

What if he had a flat tire? 

She was an expert at this game.

What if Eric had been mugged?

What if he’d been in a terrible car accident?

What if he was with another woman?

She stomped to the kitchen and grabbed some coffee.

The doorbell rang, startling her from her thoughts. Phil,

Eric’s best friend, paced at the door, his eyes dark and

serious.
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“Phil, what are you doing here—I mean, come in. Can I get

you some coffee?” Jamie forced herself to smile, trying not

to project her anger with Eric onto his friend.

“I need you to come with me now.”

“What? Eric will be home in a few minutes.” She sipped her

coffee and tried to ignore the warning siren going off in her

head.

“Eric had a heart attack on the court tonight.”

Time seemed to stand still. Phil reached out a hand to

steady her just as she heard a loud crash. As if watching

from afar, Jamie looked down to find coffee pooling at her

feet and her favorite Pottery Barn mug shattered into a

thousand pieces.

“I’m sure Eric will be fine,” she said, matter-of-factly. “I’ll

clean this up and wait for him to come home.”

Phil continued to hold her arm. “Jamie, Eric won’t be coming

home tonight. I’m here to take you to the hospital.”

Jamie couldn’t think straight. Phil patiently explained

everything again. Eric had a heart attack. He was in the

hospital, probably in surgery by now. She buried her face in

her hands and sobbed. 

Now, two days later, Jamie opened her bloodshot eyes and

studied the IVs and tubes in her husband’s body. She

sipped the awful hospital coffee. The emergency surgery

placing two stents in Eric’s arteries saved his life. He was

going to survive, this man she’d married nearly 30 years

ago—the one with a knowing wink for her eyes only. The

one who could always make her laugh. The one who held her

secrets and her heart. Her rock. Her world.
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She slipped out for a few moments of fresh air. She

wandered down to the hospital chapel, thinking maybe

she could pray this time. Quietly, she sat on a pew and

closed her eyes. No words came, but tears did. She let

them flow, heart-wrenching sobs that radiated from

her very soul. Finally, the crying subsided, and she tried

to regain her composure.

“Tears like that come from a deep well,” said a gentle

voice.

Jamie started and quickly looked around. A lady sat

across the aisle, her silver-streaked hair braided and

tied up in a knot. Her chocolate brown eyes held

kindness and a touch of fatigue. She wore a brilliant

purple broomstick skirt that reached her ankles. 

“I’m sorry,” said Jamie. “I didn’t realize anyone else was

here. I didn’t mean to disturb your prayer time.”

“You haven’t disturbed anything.” She smiled at Jamie

and offered her a tissue. “My name’s Angela.”

“Nice to meet you, Angela. I’m Jamie. But…uh…what

are you doing in the hospital chapel in the middle of the

night?”

“Honey, this is rush hour here.” Angela let out a deep

laugh that soaked into the dry, barren places in Jamie’s

heart. “Most people feel their sorrows and griefs more

keenly at night. During the day, doctors examine,

phones ring, nurses help. At night, everything’s quiet,

and we have time to hear the voices in our heads. I’m

guessing that’s where you are right now.”

“Yes, you’re right.” Angela’s warmth put Jamie at ease,

as if they’d been good friends for a long time. 



C O P Y R I G H T E D  M A T E R I A L ,  A L L  R I G H T S  R E S E R V E D

Angela moved across the aisle and rubbed Jamie’s

shoulder while she waited for the storm to subside. “Oh,

child, I’m so sorry for all you’ve been through. Tragedy hits

us all a little differently, and you’ve sure had your share of

trouble in recent days. But it doesn’t mean that God has

forsaken you.”

Angela paused and waited for Jamie to look at her. “On the

contrary, maybe God has given you an early Christmas

gift.”

Jamie laughed bitterly. “A gift? Is that what you’d call

this?”

“Yes,” answered Angela simply. “Because anything that

helps us to know God more and to love Him better is a

good gift. God is revealing His heart to you by whittling

away the trappings of this holiday. He’s showing you what

Christmas is really all about. And in the process, He’s

revealing your own heart, too.”

Jamie tried to be reasonable. “I’ve known the Christmas

story since I was a child, but I don’t see how that’s related

to what I’m going through.”

Angela sat down next to Jamie. “You know, Christmas is

not a story of ribbons and bows, feasts with family, or cozy

fires with roasting chestnuts. Although I always did prefer

marshmallows.” Angela stopped to see if Jamie would

crack a smile. She didn’t. 

“Jamie, Christmas is the story of despair, pain, lies,

poverty, shame, and death. But the story doesn’t stop

with these things. Instead, the very human-ness of the

story is overcome by the divine—hope, joy, fulfilled

promises, truth, peace, and eternal life.”

When Jamie didn’t argue, Angela continued. “Consider

Mary’s confusion, her shame. Joseph’s doubt and

questions. The young parents’ loneliness at Jesus’ birth. 

Jamie found herself sharing openly. “My husband had a

heart attack Monday night. My kids can’t make it home for

him or for the holidays. Tomorrow’s Christmas Eve. I guess

I’m feeling a bit…lost?”

“Hmm…have you ever been found, Jamie?”

Jamie looked surprised. “Oh, yes—I mean, I’m a Christian—

if that’s what you’re asking. I was raised in church, and I

asked Jesus to be my savior at a young age.”

“That’s good,” crooned Angela. “So if you’ve already found

God, then you’re not really lost. Maybe estranged would be

a better word?” she questioned, rather than stated.

Jamie’s face twisted as she pondered that silently. She

knew the answer but didn’t want to admit it.

Angela gave her some time. “Would you say that you are

mad at God, Jamie?”

Jamie wrestled with that. She tried to stuff the answer way

down into the recesses of her soul, but it kept bubbling

back to the surface. “Yes!” she suddenly erupted. “Yes, I

am. I’m hopping mad at God right now!” Jamie surprised

even herself with the force behind her statement. 

“And why is that?”

“It’s just—everything! Why is my husband in the hospital,

when he should be home preparing for Christmas with me?

Why are my kids and my parents away, doing their own

thing, when I prepared the perfect holiday for them—and I

miss them? Why are my plans always ruined? 

Why don’t I ever get what I want for Christmas? What did I

do to make God so mad, that He felt the need to

completely abandon me in the last two weeks?” Jamie’s

voice cracked, and she again sobbed into her hands.
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Jamie rose early December 24th. She visited Eric, who

was looking much better. He even ate the breakfast

that was brought to him. Then she went straight home.

She took her decorated cookies out of the freezer.

She raided her supply closet and found three dozen

Christmas stockings that she had purchased years

before to decorate with Jonathan and Amy. Somehow,

they never did that craft, which worked out perfectly

for Jamie today. She also found a stack of cards that

shared the Christmas story and the gospel message.

Truly, the best Christmas present ever, she thought. 

She set to work. By that evening, she had thirty-six

Christmas stockings filled to the brim with cookies

and cards. She loaded these into the car, and went to

bed feeling more content than she had in ages.

Christmas morning, Jamie headed directly to the

hospital chapel, hoping to give Angela the first

stocking, but the room was empty and quiet. Coming

back into the hallway, she spotted a chaplain.

“Oh, merry Christmas!” she called. “Have you seen

Angela today, or do you know when she’ll be back in the

chapel?”

“I’m sorry, who?” asked the man. 

“Angela. Um…I guess I don’t know her last name,” said

Jamie. “She’s a chaplain here, I think. I spoke with her

the other night. Do you know where I could find her?”

“I’m not sure who you mean. I’ve been a chaplain here

for twenty years, and I know everybody. There is no

Angela here.”

Puzzled, Jamie thanked the man and wandered back to

the elevator.

 

Their desperation to flee the country before Herod’s sword

reached their son. Think of Jesus’ humility in becoming a

helpless baby. No grandparents, dignitaries, comfort, or

luxury for the King of the Universe. Just shepherds,

animals, and the angels. Why do you suppose that was?”

Jamie shrugged, recognizing her guilt. 

“Because humble hearts receive Him best. Whether you

choose to see these truths or not is up to you. But getting

mad at God because you aren’t getting your way for

Christmas won’t help. Start thinking about things from

God’s perspective, and see if that doesn’t change you.”

Stunned, Jamie thought of the baby Jesus and His earthly

parents. What did they endure to bring the Messiah into

the world? And Jesus’ heavenly Father—what did He

sacrifice to make salvation available to all?

“And, Jamie,” Angela’s eyes were wet, “look around. You

aren’t the only person whose Christmas is different than

expected.”

Jamie nodded. The hospital was full of patients. All of their

families were going through the same things Jamie was.

She looked up to see Angela smiling through her tears. The

two women hugged. “Thank you,” said Jamie simply. “That is

just what I needed to hear tonight.”

Angela laughed. “I needed it, too, honey. God’s truth has a

way of slapping me in the face and waking me up. And

that’s a very good thing.”

“Yes, it is. It truly is.” Jamie’s thoughts seemed to be

distant again. Then she squeezed Angela’s hands and said

excitedly, “Oh, I’ve got to get home! I have a lot to prepare

for Christmas!” Jamie hurried back to the elevator. “Thank

you! Thank you, Angela!” she cried over her shoulder.
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The doors opened on Eric’s floor. Jamie made her way down

the hall, giving away goodies to all who crossed her path. She

found Eric in his room, sitting up in a chair and speaking with

his doctor. 

“Dr. Jefferson, thank you so much for coming in to see Eric on

Christmas morning!” she exclaimed.

“Oh, that’s part of the job,” the doctor deferred. “Besides, my

children are all grown and have moved away. We won’t get to

see them this year.” He looked a little sad, though he tried to

shrug it off.

“We still appreciate your sacrifice,” agreed Eric. “and we

understand.” He winked at Jamie.

“In fact, I brought you a gift!” exclaimed Jamie. She handed him

one of the stockings.

“I won’t turn away good food on this holiday!” Dr. Jefferson

laughed, then pointed to Eric. “And I’ll eat one for you.”

Eric smiled. “Doc was just explaining to me how he cleaned up

my heart and made new, healthy pathways for the blood to

flow. He says I should lead a normal life—as long as I take care

of myself—and I can go home this afternoon!”

“Oh, that’s fantastic!” Jamie hugged Eric gently and let

thankful tears flow freely.

An hour later, Jamie headed down to get the car for Eric. The

nurse agreed to wheel him down to the front of the hospital.

As Jamie walked down the hallway, she heard a familiar deep

laugh. She stopped and knocked on the door.

“Come in,” called a man’s voice. 
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Jamie gently pushed the door open and saw Angela

sitting in bed, her beautiful broomstick skirt traded for

a hospital gown. 

“Angela, what are you doing here?”

“Oh, Jamie! I’m so glad to see you! This is my husband,

Mark.” Mark nodded and smiled at Jamie.

“I thought you were a hospital chaplain! I had no idea

you were a patient,” Jamie clasped Angela’s hand in

concern.

“A chaplain? Oh, no!” Angela laughed again. “I had

surgery yesterday to remove a tumor. I was in the

chapel to pray for myself! You just happened to be

there and needed the encouragement as much as I

did!”

Jamie’s mouth hung open. “So you’re not a counselor

or anything? Just a patient like my husband? And God

changed your Christmas plans, too?”

“Yes, His ways are not our ways. His thoughts are not

our thoughts. But I’m so glad He can be trusted.”

The ladies hugged and cried together, then exchanged

phone numbers, promising to get together as soon as

Eric and Angela were up for it. 
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As Jamie pulled away from the hospital, she realized how

full her heart truly was. Eric was recovering nicely and

coming home, the kids were just where God wanted them

to be, her parents were healthy enough to enjoy their

retirement years, and most of all, God had broken through

her shell of self-centeredness—even giving her a new

friend in the process. She felt a joy and peace that she had

not known for quite some time. 

“It’s amazing what a clean heart will do for a guy.” Eric

relaxed into his seat. “I feel like a brand new person!”

“Me, too,” agreed Jamie. “Me, too.”
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Ah, dearest Jesus, holy Child,
Make Thee a bed, soft,

undefiled
Within my heart, that it may be
A quiet chamber kept for Thee.

Ah, Dearest Jesus

Martin Luther, 1535
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Dear Reader, 
Welcome to our first Christmas e-zine. We write to honor
God and to encourage readers with words of hope.

If you enjoy the content, follow author links for more
information and inspiration.

Happy Reading!  Merry Christmas!
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