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E D ITO R’ S  I N T R O D U C T I O N
a new hope

On the night Jesus was born, Luke tells us that there were shepherds out in the 
fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks. An angel appeared to announce 
the birth of the Savior, and then the sky was lit with a multitude of angels 
praising God and saying “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, 
goodwill toward men!”1

That night signaled a new beginning in the relationship between God 
and humanity. Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem was the end of an era dominated by 
brokenness and the dawning of a new chapter filled with healing, forgiveness, 
and the promise of redemption and a fresh start to all who receive Jesus as 
Lord and Savior. 

Christmas is a festive occasion, but it can also be a time for reflection, 
discovery, and change. I bet the shepherds’ lives were never the same after that 
night, and neither have the lives of countless billions been the same since.

On a personal level, this illustration of new beginnings is applicable to 
my own life. After around a dozen years involved in the production of the 
Activated magazine, this is my last issue as editor. But don’t worry. Activated 
will be back next month, with Gabriel and Sally García as editors, and I look 
forward to continuing to follow its story.

From myself, and on behalf of everyone at Activated, may you have a very 
happy Christmas and a new year filled with God’s blessings and care!
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our website or write to us. 
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The Bible is full of surprising and unex-
pected events, and the Christmas story is no 
exception. 

The first chapter of Luke sets the scene. Zacharias was 
performing his normal duties inside the temple according 
to the custom of the day, while the congregation was 
outside praying. As he stood burning incense, an angel 
suddenly appeared, standing by him. 

When Zacharias saw him there, he was startled and 
afraid, but his uneasiness was soon assuaged by the com-
forting words of the angel: “Do not be afraid, Zacharias, 
for your prayer is heard; and your wife Elizabeth will bear 
you a son, and you shall call his name John.”1 

Zacharias wasn’t the only one who was to be startled 
by the sudden appearance of an angel! Six months later, 
the angel Gabriel visited Mary as well. “Rejoice, highly 
favored one,” he said, “the Lord is with you; blessed are 
you among women!”2

“Mary was confused by the angel’s words and won-
dered what they meant. Then the angel told Mary, ‘Don’t 
be afraid! God is pleased with you, and you will have a 
son. His name will be Jesus.’”3 This was a monumental 

1.	 Luke 1:13

2.	 Luke 1:28

3.	 Luke 1:29–31 CEV

4.	 Matthew 1:20–21 NLT

5.	 Luke 2:9 NLT

6.	 See Luke 2:8–14.

announcement, considering Mary had not been with any 
man.

Then when Mary’s fiancé, Joseph, learned about her preg-
nancy, he planned to put her away secretly, to protect her 
reputation. But while he thought on these things, an angel of 
the Lord appeared to him, telling him not to hesitate to take 
Mary as his wife, “For the child within her was conceived 
by the Holy Spirit. And she will have a son, and you are to 
name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.”4

On the night Jesus was born in Bethlehem, there were 
shepherds keeping watch over their flock. “Suddenly, an 
angel of the Lord appeared among them, and the radiance 
of the Lord’s glory surrounded them.”5 The angel told them 
not to be afraid, and that the Savior had been born in the 
city of David. And suddenly there appeared with the angel a 
multitude of the heavenly host praising God. 

Of course, the greatest and most wonderful surprise 
appearance of all was the little babe Jesus wrapped snugly 
and lying in a manger, who changed the course of his-
tory—Emmanuel (God with us), King of kings, Lord of 
lords, Savior of the world.6

Ruth Davidson (1939–2023) was a missionary to 
the Middle East, India, and South America for 
25 years, and an author and contributor to the 
website www.thebibleforyou.com. ■

DIVINE 
SURPRISES
By Ruth Davidson
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Most people have a few things that make 
Christmas special to them. Here are a few of 
mine. 

 
 THE SPIRIT OF GIVING 

I love the spirit of giving that permeates Christmas. It’s 
often a time when even the least generous people become 
more giving. It’s a time when children can learn the joy of 
giving as they share what they have. It’s also a time when 
everyone can give something, whether they have a little or 
a lot, and find reward in doing so. 

Giving was always a part of Christmas for me, from 
the time I was small. I grew up as a pastor’s daughter. 
A few months before Christmas, the families in our 
congregation would buy boxes of gelatin or instant 
pudding, one box for each member of their family. We 
would empty the boxes of their contents, wrap them in 
Christmas paper, and cut a slit in the top to make a mini 
piggy bank. In the months leading up to Christmas, 
we would each save what we could and add that to our 
personal Christmas bank for Jesus’ birthday. 

Then during the Christmas Eve service, each person 
would take their little box wrapped in Christmas paper 
and filled with whatever money they had saved and place 

it under the tree as their gift to Jesus. The money would 
be sent to the missionaries our church supported. 

We did this every year when I was a child, and it was 
a tradition that became very meaningful to me. It helped 
me remember that when we give to others in need, we are 
giving to Jesus.1 It also taught me to give what I could, 
because that’s the true spirit of Christmas.

 
 SHARING JESUS 

I love the fact that Christmas is a time when talking 
about Jesus comes more naturally and is often more appre-
ciated, even amid the commercial aspect of the holiday. 
Because much of the world celebrates Christmas in one 
way or another, it’s an ideal opportunity to share “the 
reason for the season” with those who haven’t heard. It’s 
the perfect time to explain that Jesus is God’s gift of love, 
sent to bridge the gap between God and us; that He is “the 
way, the truth, and the life”2 and “the door” to salvation.3 

 
 SHARING OURSELVES 

I love how Christmas gifts carry a little bit of the 
giver with them. I think my upbringing gave me a pretty 
practical and pragmatic view of gift giving. When I 
give a gift, I try to give something that is tailored to the 
recipient and will hold special meaning or value for them. 
It sometimes takes more thought and creativity to come 
up with something meaningful, but those are the gifts 
that seem to be the most appreciated and remembered. 

1.	 See Matthew 25:34–40.

2.	 John 14:6

3.	 John 10:9

SIX  
THINGS 
I L VE 
ABOUT 

CHRISTMAS 
 By Maria Fontaine
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As Henry van Dyke said, “The finest Christmas gift is 
not the one that costs the most money, but the one that 
carries the most love.” 

 
 GET-TOGETHERS AND ACTIVITIES 

I’ve always loved gatherings with family and friends at 
Christmastime. When I was growing up, all of us children 
participated, either in our church’s Christmas play, or by 
singing Christmas songs or reciting poems. 

It’s a precious gift to gather and do something special 
with those that you love at Christmas, to share spiritual 
fellowship of some kind, to be together in one place 
celebrating the One who is so worthy of celebration. It 
doesn’t need to be elaborate to be meaningful. 

 
 MUSIC 

Another thing that I love about Christmas is the 
music. So many Christmas carols contain deep truths—
inspired lyrics set to beautiful music. Any song that brings 
attention to the Greatest Gift is wonderful. 

I was listening to some Christmas carols when a friend 
who doesn’t speak English well dropped by. She couldn’t 
understand the words, but she said she recognized most 
of the melodies. That reminded me that many carols have 
been translated into various languages, so that the same 
songs are being sung and listened to around the world. 

Many years ago, I attended a Christmas Eve candlelight 
Catholic mass in Israel, celebrated in Arabic. It was beauti-
ful to worship with the Christians there, to hear the same 
songs I knew and loved, even though I couldn’t understand 
the words or sing along. Enjoying the beautiful carols with 
those fellow Christians was heartwarming. 

 
 LIGHTS 

A lot of people like Christmas lights, but I really like 
them! And I enjoy when the trees and bushes in people’s 
yards and around restaurants and other businesses are 
decorated with strings of Christmas lights. 

I’m praying that each of you reading this will have a 
love-filled, light-filled Christmas, and that we will each do 
our part to light others’ lives with the love of Jesus. 

 
Now light one thousand Christmas lights, 
On dark earth here tonight; 
One thousand, thousand also shine, 
To make the dark sky bright. 
He came to bring us love and light, 
To bring us peace on earth. 
So let your candles shine tonight, 
And sing with joy and mirth.4 

Maria Fontaine and her husband, Peter Amsterdam, are 
directors of the Family International, a Christian com-
munity of faith. Adapted from the original article. ■4.	 Swedish traditional carol, author unknown
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CHRISTMAS 
HOPE 

By Sally García 

It is Christmas every time you let God love others 
through you. Yes, it is Christmas every time you smile at 
your brother and offer him your hand.—Mother Teresa 
(1910–1997) 

 
It is good to be children sometimes, and never better 
than at Christmas, when its mighty Founder was a child 
Himself.—Charles Dickens (1812–1870) 

  
Christ did not come to do away with suffering; He did 
not come to explain it; He came to fill it with His pres-
ence.—Paul Claudel (1868–1955) 

  
The joy of brightening other lives, bearing each others’ 
burdens, easing others’ loads and supplanting empty 
hearts and lives with generous gifts becomes for us the 
magic of Christmas.—William Carey Jones 

  
The hinge of history is on the door of a Bethlehem 
stable.—Ralph W. Sockman (1889–1970)

  
Christmas is most truly Christmas when we celebrate it 
by giving the light of love to those who need it most.
—Ruth Carter Stapleton (1929–1983) 

   
Blessed is the season which engages the whole world 
in a conspiracy of love.—Hamilton Wright Mabie 
(1846–1916) 

  
The only real blind person at Christmas-time is he 
who has not Christmas in his heart.—Helen Keller 
(1880–1968) 

Christmas 
thoughts 
Points to Ponder 

Christmas is not a date. It is a state of mind.—Mary Ellen 
Chase (1887–1973) 

   
My idea of Christmas, whether old-fashioned or modern, 
is very simple: loving others. Come to think of it, why 
do we have to wait for Christmas to do that?—Bob Hope 
(1903–2003) 

   
Christmas living is the best kind of Christmas giving.
—Henry Van Dyke (1852–1933)

   
It is Christmas in the heart that puts Christmas in the air.
—W. T. Ellis (1845–1925) 

   
Peace on earth will come to stay, 
When we live Christmas every day. 
—Helen Steiner Rice (1900–1981) 

   
Christmas waves a magic wand over this world, and 
behold, everything is softer and more beautiful.
—Norman Vincent Peale (1898–1993) 

   
This is the message of Christmas: We are never alone.
—Taylor Caldwell (1900–1985)

  
Welcome, all wonders in one sight! 
Eternity shut in a span. 
Summer in winter. Day in night. 
Heaven in earth, and God in man! 
Great little one, whose all-embracing birth 
Lifts earth to heaven, stoops heaven to earth. 
—Richard Crashaw (1613–1649) ■

6



In February 2010, an earthquake and tsunami struck 
Constitución, Chile. The next Christmas, some friends 
and I planned to take boxes of aid to the many families 
who were still living in makeshift camps ten months later. 
Margarita, one of the volunteers, had taken up a collec-
tion of Christmas decorations in her office building, so 
we included a few of those in each box, along with a copy 
of the Christmas issue of Conéctate (the Spanish edition 
of Activated) and a CD of Christmas music. One person 
in Margarita’s office had donated a Christmas tree, which 
we also took with us, even though we didn’t know exactly 
what we would do with it. 

While a few of us gathered all the children for a live 
Christmas show of songs and skits, another team fanned 
out to visit the various cabins that made up the camp. At 
one home, two volunteers found a woman near tears. Her 
family had lost almost everything in the tsunami, and a 
recent robbery had taken the rest. She said her little boy 
had been watching other families put up Christmas trees, 
and he kept asking when she was going to get one for 
them. It was all he talked about. 

The volunteers told her they would see what they 
could do, and scrambled back to our van so excited that 
an onlooker would have guessed they held a winning 
lottery ticket. “We found the perfect family for that 
Christmas tree!” they exclaimed. 

CHRISTMAS 
HOPE 

They rushed back with the tree, and soon had it 
up and decorated in the one-room shack. The woman 
watched with joy as her son’s wish came true. 

The little boy and his sister returned from the 
Christmas program, and their mother had them close 
their eyes before leading them inside. When the little boy 
opened his eyes and let out a shriek of delight, we knew 
God had led us to the right family. 

Months later, another volunteer was at the same camp 
when a woman explained how at one point, she had been 
so discouraged that she felt she couldn’t go on. But then 
some people showed up at her door, out of nowhere, with 
the Christmas tree her son had wanted so badly. And that 
was the day she had decided not to give up. 

Sally García is an educator, missionary, and 
member of the Family International in Chile. ■

By Sally García 

G O D  H A S  N O  H A N D S 
By Annie Johnson Flint 

God has no hands but our hands to do his work today; 
God has no feet but our feet to lead others in his way; 
God has no voice but our voice to tell others how he died; 
And, God has no help but our help to lead them to his side.
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THE MEANING 
OF CHRISTMAS 
By Amy Joy Mizrany

It’s Christmas, and I love to sing! It’s almost a sub-
conscious action at this point—whether I’m walking or 
sitting or on my phone, I’ll be singing. It’s something I do 
throughout the whole year, but when Christmastime rolls 
around, I sing even more. I love the beautiful lyrics of 
classic Christmas carols, and I like that I can sing so freely 
about a message so precious without anyone thinking it’s 
weird, because it’s Christmas!

One song in particular will always get stuck in my 
head for weeks and weeks afterwards. It has a great 
melody and is just fun to sing. It goes...

What is Christmas, do you know?
Is it pretty gifts and shiny toys
All wrapped up so nice and bright for little girls and boys?
Is it pretty mistletoe,
Cheery lights, and sparkling Christmas trees?
No, these do not Christmas make.
I’m sure it’s more than these.
Then it crescendos to the chorus, which states that 

Jesus was born all those many years ago, and that is what 
makes Christmas.

Another Christmas song I love imparts a similar 
sentiment and, when I was young, I used to sing it with 
a group as a performance. We had a lot of other dance 
numbers, poems, and plays as part of the show, but we all 
knew that this song was the one we wanted to get right. 
My favorite part of it went...
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By Amy Joy Mizrany

When holiday lights have all gone dim
Will you still remember Him?
When ornaments are packed away
Will the Christmas spirit with you stay?
This song, whenever we’d perform it, would bring peo-

ple to tears within the crowd and we would have many 
people coming up to us afterwards to say how much the 
song moved them. The idea of the love that Christmas is 
supposed to help us dwell on being packed away with all 
the extra fluff and frills of the season is a powerful one. 
A lot of people listening to us could resonate with the 
concept of losing the closeness that they had felt to God 
once the world would move on to the next thing and the 
stores would bring in some other money-making event.

More and more, I hear people talking about how 
they don’t enjoy Christmas as much anymore, due to 
how commercialized it’s become. For me, Christmas is 
not about the decorations, or the dinner, or the gifts. It’s 
about love, about the proof of God’s loving nature mani-
fested in the gift of His Son. Everything else is brilliant 
and moment-making...but extra. None of those things 
make Christmas. They’re not what it’s about.

It can be hard to counter the message that it’s about 
the perfect gift, the perfect display, the perfect tree, etc. 
We all succumb to the pressure now and then, but when 
you find yourself in this position and you’re autopilot-
ing Christmas with meaningless activities and trappings 
of the season, take a pause. Read the story of Jesus’ 
birth again and meditate on it for a while. That’s what 
Christmas is about. And that is worth singing about and 
celebrating!

Place the real meaning of Christmas at the center of 
your mind and heart throughout the whole month, so 
that no matter what the rest of the world is doing, we can 
give Jesus the birthday celebration He deserves.

Amy Joy Mizrany was born and lives in South 
Africa, where she is a full-time missionary 
with Helping Hand and a member of the Family 
International. In her spare time, she plays the 
violin. ■

A  L I T T L E  C H I L D
Long ago on a bed of hay,
A little newborn baby lay.
He lay quite still and didn’t cry,
But looked around with a curious eye.
A little baby sent to earth,
A very special kind of birth.
“But this is just a child we see.
Isn’t He as human as you and me?
Yet something’s shining in His face,
A sweet and tender look of grace.”
What is it in Him we see there?
His mother sits, and though we stare
And try to understand this wondrous child,
She only pats Him with a smile.
She has been told by heaven’s own
Of what will happen when He’s grown.
How He will teach and help and share
With all who love God and who care
To learn how they can love more, too.
He will have much work to do.
And He will leave her, this she knows,
As to His destined task He goes.
And then one day His life He’ll give
So those who trust in Him can live.
She knows all this and sighs within.
But His sacrifice will conquer sin
And pain and death and so much wrong.
This future promise makes her strong.
So she and we look at His face,
Smiling gently in His place,
And contemplate all that will be done
By this little one, God’s Child, His Son.
—Chloe West ■
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I have taken a good hard look at my life 
this year. Seeing all the stuff I had gathered and 
realizing how happy others could be if I gave it away, I 
have simplified and decluttered my life. I still have lots 
of stuff, and I am by no means living a Spartan existence, 
but I just have a lot less, and I have felt good about it.

Looking at my living room in November, I dreaded 
the coming holidays. For years I had put up a huge tree, 
laden with decorations. Then I would spend hours wrap-
ping gifts to put under the tree. I have a large family, and 
by the time I had done all my shopping and wrapping, 
my living room was full of stuff, just sitting there until 
Christmas.

Then I began to think of all the stuff I had received. 
I might have mentioned that I loved candles, so I would 
receive two or three candles. Or I might have said I 
enjoyed essential oils, and I would receive several boxes of 
oils, many of which were still sitting in my closet. I won-
dered if members of my family really wanted or needed 
the gifts I would pick out for them, or if they would take 
the gifts and the gift receipts and stand in long lines after 
Christmas to exchange them for something else.

So, as I dragged out my boxes of Christmas ornaments 
this year, I did what I have been doing with my other 
excessive belongings. I took a good look at what I really 
wanted and needed and gave the rest away to someone 
who was thrilled to have it. Then I decorated my tree and 
saw that it still looked wonderful.

I started to panic that I hadn’t begun to shop for 
Christmas gifts until the end of November and prayed 
for a better, simpler way. Then, it came to me. Instead 
of giving stuff this Christmas, I would give experiences. 

A SIMPLER 
KIND OF 
CHRISTMAS 
By Joyce Suttin

In my children’s busy lives, they long for those weekends 
when they can get away for a few days. So I looked for a 
way I wouldn’t just be giving money, but I could help pay 
for them to have unforgettable experiences.

My Christmas is simpler this year. I have fewer 
decorations, but I enjoy what I have. My tree still looks 
great with fewer ornaments in an uncluttered living 
room. There are a few gifts beneath the tree, and I am 
excited about my giving as I wait to see the surprise on 
the faces of my children. As I have embraced a simpler 
life, an added perk has been that life seems to move a 
little more slowly, with time to remind myself of what 
Christmas is really all about and spend time on what is 
really important.

Joyce Suttin is a retired teacher and writer and 
lives in San Antonio, USA. Check out her blog at 
https://joy4dailydevotionals.blogspot.com/. ■
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CHRISTMAS ORANGES 
By Curtis Peter van Gorder 

Our family has a longstanding Christmas 
Day tradition of sharing tangerines 
before opening our presents. It’s a way to 
remember our grandparents and great-grandparents who 
came through many trials and tribulations from Germany 
to their new home in America. 

My grandfather had a grueling job in a Pittsburgh 
steel mill with very little money to spend on their first 
Christmas together in their new home in 1927, so the 
family gave what they could—a special delight from the 
“tropical land” of Florida. Though they had little, they 
had each other and a hope that their future would be 
brighter than their past—and so it was.

It turns out that giving oranges is a popular Christmas 
tradition around the world. One story tells of the bishop 
of Myra, St. Nicholas, who heard that a poor man had 
no dowry for his three daughters’ marriages. St. Nick 
gave each of the three daughters a bag of gold to help 
them with their new lives. The oranges remind us of the 
importance of giving and helping those in need. 

You can make a meaningful Christmas decoration 
with an orange called a Christingle. You take an orange 
and slice the bottom to make a base for it to stand on. 
Cut a hole in the top and put a candle in the orange. 
You can use some aluminum foil to catch any wax that 
might drip down when it is lit. Then put a red ribbon 
around the orange. Top the orange off with four kebab 
sticks that have dried fruit or other goodies skewered 
through them. (Of course, you need to keep fire safety 
in mind when doing projects like this with younger 
children.)

The orange represents the world, the red ribbon the 
blood and love of Christ, the four sticks represent the four 
seasons/the four compass directions, the fruit represents 
the fruits of the Holy Spirit, and the lit candle represents 
Jesus, the light of the world. 

Curtis Peter van Gorder is a freelance writer 
and mime artist1 who spent 47 years doing 
missionary activities in 10 different countries. 
He and his wife Pauline currently live in 
Germany. ■1.	 http://elixirmime.com
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How to share Jesus’ 
love at Christmastime! 

Answers to Your Questions 

babysitting to friends at your home or theirs. Include the 
children in age-appropriate Christmas activities, such as 
making cards or cookies, or crafting gifts for their parents, 
relatives, or friends. 

 
* Minister to coworkers and neighbors 

Remember those people you see at work every day, but 
don’t exchange more than a casual “good morning” with? 
Or the people you live next door to but hardly know? 

 Make an effort this Christmas to get to know them. 
Perhaps you could invite them to your Christmas dinner, 
Bible study, or to participate in one of your Christmas 
activities. You can approach them with a gift of Christmas 
cookies or a card. Let God use you to bring a coworker or 
neighbor closer to Him this Christmas. 

 
* Christmas angel 

 Here’s a group project that you can do with your 
family, workmates, or friends to usher in the meaning and 
spirit of Christmas. 

 Put everyone’s name in a hat or a bowl and draw 
names. Then each person becomes a “Christmas angel” by 
doing secret deeds of kindness for the person whose name 
they drew. Give some thought to how Jesus feels about 
that person and see if you can come up with something 
special to do for him or her. 

 
 Giving from the heart can touch the giver as much as the 
recipient. As you make it a point to give more of yourself 
this Christmas, you’ll discover the wellspring of joy and 
happiness that is Christmas at its best! ■

Q: I would like to make this coming Christmas more 
meaningful for me and my family than past Christmases, but 
I don’t know where to start. Any suggestions? 
 
A: There’s nothing more inspiring than seeing God’s love 
and miracle-working power firsthand, and what better 
time to see people’s hearts being touched by His love than 
at Christmas? 

 Here are some ideas of activities that you can do 
with your family or friends. Most of these require a little 
organization or preparation, but they’re doable. 

 
* Go Christmas caroling 

 Even if you don’t have the most awesome voice, you’ll 
have fun going door-to-door in your neighborhood sing-
ing Christmas carols with others. And you’ll probably be 
pleasantly surprised to see how readily people open their 
doors and hearts to you as you spread Christmas cheer. 
It’s a great way to make new friends and show old ones 
that you care. 

 
* Visit institutions 

 Visit the lonely and bedridden in hospitals, homeless 
shelters, children’s homes, or retirement homes. Bring 
Christmas gifts if you can—they need not be expensive or 
elaborate to convey love. A little bit of cheer goes a long 
way! 

 
* Babysit for busy parents 

 During the Christmas season, parents often struggle 
to find time for all that they need to do. Offer free 

12



Can you imagine being given a Christmas 
gift and not opening it for 20 years? Well, 
that’s exactly what I did. Year after year I unwrapped all 
of my other gifts and enjoyed them for a few minutes or 
a few months before I lost interest or outgrew or wore 
out each one. I don’t know why I never got around to 
opening that one gift. When I was small, my other gifts 
all looked more fun, I suppose, and as I grew older, I 
thought I knew what was inside and wasn’t interested. 
Most years I didn’t even notice it. 

Then one evening I bumped into an old friend on the 
street, and he handed me, of all things, that Christmas 
gift I’d ignored all those years. I opened it mostly to 
please my friend, who was clearly quite excited about it 
and seemed convinced that it was just what I needed. 
To my astonishment, he was right! Suddenly the other 
Christmas gifts of 20 years paled by comparison. This gift 
was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. It was intangible, 
yet more real than the ground I was standing on. I can 
only describe it as love—love in its richest, deepest, truest 
sense, overwhelming and boundless love, unconditional 
and unending. And it was mine! Definitely mine! For a 
moment I felt foolish for having waited so long to open it, 
but then I realized that no longer mattered. It was mine! 

And it gets better. This gift is for everybody. If you 
haven’t unwrapped yours yet, let this be the Christmas 
you do. It’s the one that bears this note: “God so loved 
the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that 
whoever believes in Him should not perish but have 
everlasting life.”1 

May you and yours experience the wonderful reality of 
a love-filled, Christ-filled Christmas. 

Keith Phillips was Activated’s editor-in-chief for 
14 years from 1999 to 2013. He and his wife Caryn 
now work with the homeless in the USA. ■

THE BEST GIFT
By Keith Phillips

1.	 John 3:16

Dear Jesus, through Your birth and life on earth, 
You opened the door for me to have a personal 
relationship with You and Your Father, an eternal 
connection that will endure forever in the world to 
come. Please come into my heart, forgive me for 
the wrong things I’ve done, fill me with Your Spirit, 
and help me to live a life that pleases You. Amen. 
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CHRISTMASES PAST 
AND PRESENT
By Chris Mizrany

Every year, Christmas comes too fast. That’s not to 
say I don’t look forward to it, as I surely do, along with 
all the little joys, decorations, and memories forged 
over the season. But it always seems to show up before 
I’m quite ready, then it’s gone before I’ve had time to 
fully enjoy it. I often find myself sighing with both 
relief and disappointment when the season winds down 
and is relegated to one more checked item on my year’s 
list. 

Of course, there’s so much to love about Christmas, 
even as the details change with time. When I was a child, 
my siblings and I would sing carols on Christmas Eve 
with our parents. Now, I sing those same carols with my 
own daughters. In those days, Christmas meant late to 
bed and late to rise. Now it still means late to bed—but 
up early with the sunny faces of my kids, excited to run to 
the living room. 

But Christmas is so much more than a holiday, a giant 
decoration-fest, or a reason to enjoy a meal together with 
friends and loved ones. It marks a point in time when 
human history began to change. The first Christmas reset 

time forever with its unprecedented truth—that God had 
come to dwell with us in the person of Jesus, whose death 
on the cross would bring the gift of eternal life to all who 
believe.

I want to make each Christmas a time when I leave 
things behind that hold me in the past, as I move forward 
into the newness of life that Christ brought by His birth. 
For me, Christmas is the perfect time to reset the clock 
and start afresh. It’s a constant reminder that God saw us 
as worthy of redemption then, and He still does today, 
and that we are capable of renewal. 

This Christmas may also be the last Christmas for 
many things in my life. Friends move away, children 
grow up, circumstances change. So I want to savor the 
little moments and take note of the big ones. I choose to 
live with the joy that Christmas affords—and look to the 
future with hope.

Chris Mizrany is a missionary, photographer, 
and web designer with Helping Hand in Cape 
Town, South Africa. ■
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WHEN YOU 
AREN’T 
READY

By Marie Alvero

Each year, December 25th comes around whether 
we’re ready or not. We often talk about how there’s so 
much we still need to get done, how we’re short on time 
and money, etc. But what about when you aren’t ready 
for Christmas because you’re dealing with a loss, and your 
heart is simply not ready for celebration? 

In 2021, we prepared to celebrate Christmas without 
Granddad. My best friend’s eight kids prepared to 
celebrate without their mom, and with a newly widowed 
father still reeling from the loss. Another friend had lost 
her father just a few weeks prior, and another two friends 
would celebrate this Christmas as singles, following 
their divorce. Another friend was struggling with being 
unemployed, with Christmas adding to the stress of 
barely being able to make ends meet as it was. And yet, 
the holidays were closing in at their usual pace, with no 
relief for the heartbroken. 

My heart was so heavy—not just with my own loss, 
but with my loss in conjunction with the losses all around 
me. Each death had been sudden and unexpected, and I 
felt myself waiting for the next loss-related news. 

This was the first year I worked through Advent, the 
four-week period leading up to Christmas that many 
dedicate to prayer, meditation, and Bible study. It was a 
struggle just to try to do this well. I didn’t observe much, 
and there certainly weren’t any daily gifts or anything. I 
just had the words: Hope, Preparation, Joy, Love. Each 

cast a ray of light into the darkness, shifting my focus to 
something more meaningful and worthy. 

Aside from my loss and brokenness, the fact that Jesus 
came as the Savior of humanity is a thing to celebrate! 
Even if I couldn’t muster up all the joys and the traditions 
of the season, I could fix my heart. If I seemed a bit more 
melancholic than my usual Christmas self, it’s because I 
was chewing on those words—Hope, Preparation, Joy, 
and Love. 

Hope reminded me that my hope is not in the promise 
of this life being easy, but in Jesus’ promise to redeem me. 

Although I didn’t have the strength for big Christmas 
preparations, I could prepare my heart to accept God’s 
sovereignty.

I have joy because Jesus came! And joy increases when 
it’s shared with others.

God showed His love by sending Jesus to earth to 
redeem us. 

I sent a huge basket of treats to my best friend’s kids and 
texted and called the friends who had lost someone. And 
on Christmas Day I was ready to say “Joy to the World.” 

Marie Alvero is a former missionary to Africa 
and Mexico. She currently lives a happy, busy 
life with her husband and children in Central 
Texas, USA. ■
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GIFT 
EXCHANGE 

From Jesus with Love

The first Christmas was My Father’s gift of love to the world, but it was also His gift to you 
personally. And it was a “gift that keeps on giving.” 

For those who witnessed it firsthand—the star, the choir of angels, the baby in the manger—it 
was an unexpected and overwhelming spiritual experience. For the blessed few who recognized 
that baby as their Messiah, it was the fulfillment of a long-anticipated event. For them and the 
many millions since who have likewise believed, it is the door to eternal life. And it’s the same 
today. If you celebrate Christmas in spirit and truth, the same wonder, the same promise, and the 
same unspeakable joy can be yours. 

But Christmas is not just a gift from My Father’s heart to yours—it’s a gift exchange. It’s a 
special time for you to meditate on My love and the wonder of the first Christmas, but it’s also 
a time to give Me the gift of your thankfulness and praise and to celebrate all that I’ve done for 
you. So if you’re wondering what gift you can give Me this Christmas, you can give Me the gift of 
your love and a thankful heart.


