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E DITOR’S IN T RODUC T I ON
living the angels’ message
In this weary world of ours, it’s hard not to
be overwhelmed by the recurring bad news of
terrorism, war, natural disasters, and suffering.
The message of Christmas—peace on earth and
goodwill toward men—has never been more
relevant. And yet I know I sometimes feel my
efforts are like a drop of water in the ocean of what needs to be done to truly
make a difference.
I’m sure the shepherds felt a little out of their depth being given a
message by a host of angels on Christmas night and wondered how they
were supposed to spread that message “to all people.” They didn’t let that
stop them, though: they spread the good news to others, who in turn spread
it to others, and on it went.
Doing our part to bring peace on earth can work in much the same way.
Changing the way we see others, being considerate to those who cross our
paths, doing kind deeds when opportunities present themselves without
expecting something in return. Sometimes it just takes a kind word from
someone at the right time or a helping hand to make this a beautiful world for
someone all over again.
This Christmas, let’s ask God to help us find ways to share happiness with
others through His message of love, peace, and goodwill toward all.
From all of us at Activated, may God bless you and your loved ones with His
love and a very merry Christmas!
Samuel Keating
Executive Editor
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There are some of us … who think [to] ourselves, If I had only been
there! How quick I would have been to help the Baby. I would have
washed His linens. How happy I would have been to go with the shepherds to see the Lord lying in the manger! Yes, we would. We say that
because we know how great Christ is, but if we had been there at that
time, we would have done no better than the people of Bethlehem.
… Why don’t we do it now? We have Christ in our neighbor.
—Martin Luther (1483–1546)

THE GIFT
By Keith Phillips

Christmas can be likened
to a Christmas gift, where

the giver is God, the gift is Jesus,
and the recipient is both the whole
world and each of us personally. The
analogy is based on what is probably
the best known and most important
verse in the Bible, John 3:16. I’d
heard the analogy many times over
the years and even used it myself,
but the following email from Paloma
Sridhar in Bangalore, India, added a
surprising twist:
I had set out to teach John 3:16 to
my youngest sister, Rosie, six, but
instead came to a milestone realization myself. Our conversation went
something like this:

“Did you know, Rosie, that it only
takes one verse from the Bible to
explain to people how they can be sure
they’ll go to heaven when they die?”
“Which one?” Rosie asked.
“John 3:16. It goes like this—‘For
God so loved the world that He gave
His only begotten Son ….’”
“I know that one!” Rosie
interrupted.
“All right then. Can you say it for
me?”
“For God so loved the world that
He gave His only forgotten Son, that
whoever believes in Him should not
perish but have everlasting life. John
3:16.”
“Very good! But God doesn’t have
an only forgotten…”

I stopped myself mid-sentence. How
easy it is to get so caught up in the rush
of daily living that we don’t give Jesus
so much as a passing thought!
How true—and how sad, especially
on His birthday! Just think how
you would feel if on your birthday
everyone partied and gave one another
gifts, but left you sitting alone in a
corner unnoticed. This Christmas,
let’s remember to thank God for His
incomparable gift to the world, Jesus.
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 U.S.A. ■
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GOD
OUTDOES
HIMSELF
By Samuel Keating

The baby’s first cry rings
out, the umbilical cord is cut, and

the proud parents and everyone else
present—whether it’s an obstetrician
and attendants in a gleaming hospital
or a tribal midwife in a thatched
hut—rejoice at the wonder they have
1. Luke 1:26–28,30–31 CEV
2. Luke 1:34–35 TLB
3. Isaiah 7:14
4. Luke 1:36–37
5. See Luke 1:5–25,57–66.
6. Matthew 1:19 NLT
7. See Deuteronomy 22:13–14,21.
8. Jesus is the Greek form of
Joshua, which means The Lord saves.
9. Matthew 1:20–21,24–25 NIV
10. Micah 5:2 CEV
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just witnessed. The birth of Jesus on
the first Christmas was all of that,
but also involved at least eight more
miracles.
Angelic Pronouncement
To begin with, Jesus’ birth was
announced before He was even conceived. “God sent the angel Gabriel to
the town of Nazareth in Galilee with
a message for a virgin named Mary.
She was engaged to Joseph from the
family of King David. The angel
greeted Mary and said, ‘You are truly
blessed! The Lord is with you.’ 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.’”1
Miracle number one.

Miraculous Conception—
Times Two
It is, of course, one of the
best-known and most outstanding
miracles that at the time of Jesus’
conception His mother, Mary, was
a virgin. The Bible is very clear on
that:
“Mary asked the angel, ‘But how
can I have a baby? I am a virgin.’
The angel replied, ‘The Holy Spirit
shall come upon you, and the power
of God shall overshadow you; so
the baby born to you will be utterly
holy—the Son of God.’”2
This event was foretold 700 years
earlier by the prophet Isaiah: “The
Lord Himself will give you a sign:
Behold, the virgin shall conceive

and bear a Son, and shall call His
name Immanuel [‘God is with us,’
in Hebrew].”3 In every sense, Jesus
is the Son of God. Miracle number
two.
Gabriel also told Mary that her
cousin Elizabeth, who had been
barren and was now past childbearing age, would give birth to a son:
“Elizabeth your relative has also
conceived a son in her old age; and
this is now the sixth month for her
who was called barren. For with
God nothing will be impossible.”4
Elizabeth gave birth to a boy who
grew up to be John the Baptist.
Everything happened exactly as
Gabriel had announced.5 Miracle
number three.

Angelic Confirmation
What about Joseph, Mary’s fiancé?
What was he to think when Mary
returned from visiting Elizabeth
and he found out that she was
three months pregnant? As can be
expected, his first reactions were
mixed. “Joseph, to whom she was
engaged, was a righteous man and
did not want to disgrace her publicly,
so he decided to break the engagement quietly.”6

Joseph wanted to spare Mary
humiliation and possible death—the
punishment for adultery under
Jewish law7—but we can imagine the
pain he must have felt, believing that
his betrothed was bearing another
man’s child.
That’s when God sent an angel
to Joseph also, as much to reassure
and comfort him as to clarify the
situation, no doubt. “An angel of the
Lord appeared to him in a dream and

said, ‘Joseph son of David, do not
be afraid to take Mary home as your
wife, because what is conceived in
her is from the Holy Spirit. She will
give birth to a son, and you are to
give him the name Jesus, because he
will save his people from their sins.’8
When Joseph woke up, he did what
the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as
his wife. But he did not consummate
their marriage until she gave birth
to a son. And he gave him the name
Jesus.”9 Miracle number four.
Place of Birth
It was also a miraculous fulfillment of an Old Testament prophecy
that Jesus was born in Bethlehem,
since His parents lived in Nazareth,
some days’ journey away. “Bethlehem
Ephrath, you are one of the smallest
towns in the nation of Judah. But
the Lord will choose one of your
people to rule the nation.”10
The Roman emperor Augustus
Caesar had decreed that an empirewide census should be taken, and
Jewish tradition required that for
any such business each man return
to the place that he considered his
ancestral home. For Joseph, a direct
descendant of King David, that
5

meant returning to Bethlehem with
his pregnant wife, and she gave birth
to Jesus shortly after they arrived.
Miracle number five.
Angelic Announcement
Shepherds keeping watch over
their sheep on the hillsides surrounding Bethlehem were visited by an
angel, who told them, “‘Do not be
afraid, for behold, I bring you good
tidings of great joy which will be to
all people. For there is born to you
this day in the city of David a Savior,
who is Christ the Lord. And this will
be the sign to you: You will find a
Babe wrapped in swaddling cloths,
lying in a manger.’ And suddenly
there was with the angel a multitude
of the heavenly host praising God
and saying: ‘Glory to God in the
highest, and on earth peace, goodwill
toward men!’”11
The shepherds left their flocks
and went to Bethlehem, where they
found the Messiah exactly as the
angel had told them. “After seeing
him, the shepherds told everyone
11. Luke 2:10–14
12. Luke 2:17 NLT
13. Matthew 2:9–11
14. 1 John 5:11 GW
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what had happened and what the
angel had said to them about this
child.”12 What this means is that,
from day one of His life on earth,
there were people testifying to the fact
that the Messiah had come at last.
Miracle number six.
Sign in the Heavens
Wise men (according to tradition there were three, but the Bible
doesn’t specify how many) from the
East (the Bible also doesn’t specify
where in the East, but possibly
Arabia, Persia, Babylon, or even as far
away as India) observed an unusual
occurrence in the heavens, which
they interpreted to signify the birth
of the “King of the Jews,” and they
went to worship Him.
Travel in those days was difficult and slow, and based on other
Scriptures, it may have taken the wise
men up to two years of preparation
and travel before they arrived in Judea
and gave their gifts to Jesus. “Behold,
the star which they had seen in the
East went before them, till it came
and stood over the house where the
young Child was. When they saw the
star, they rejoiced with exceedingly
great joy. And when they had come
into the house, they saw the young

Child with Mary His mother, and
fell down and worshiped Him. And
when they had opened their treasures, they presented gifts to Him:
gold, frankincense, and myrrh.”13
Miracle number seven.
Best by Far
The supreme miracle of
Christmas, however, is not about
angels or wise men or a sign in the
sky. It’s about God’s only begotten
Son taking on the form of a weak,
helpless baby in order to understand
and sympathize with us in a unique
way through all that He suffered and
experienced, and to eventually die
for you and me. “God has given us
eternal life, and this life is found in
his Son.”14 ■

THROUGH A
GLASS DARKLY
By Maria Fontaine, adapted

The Bible tells us that we see through a glass

darkly. This refers to our limited ability to grasp the full
spiritual realities of heaven, but I believe that our limited
perception also affects our ability to fully understand the
hearts of others who we encounter here and now. We
often fail to see others as Jesus sees them, as His beloved
whom He would have paid any price for. He sees in them
a beautiful spirit that He has created and He sees what
they can become in Him.
We look at others many times and see the flaws—
things like anger, selfishness, pride—rather than the
sorrow and suffering and hopelessness they may be struggling with. We so often see the outward appearance rather
than the great need of a lost and lonely person who longs
for hope and support. We often miss seeing the eternal
glimmer of life, that part of God that burns within them
as surely as it glows in our own heart.
When we think of the lowly stable in Bethlehem, let’s
remember that there are multitudes of “stables” housing
countless lives right where we are today. The Christ child
can work through each of us to shine His light on their
darkness, just like His arrival lit up that original stable.

Jesus wants us to look at each person as a priceless soul
whom He died for and whom He longs to bless with His
peace and salvation. He asks us to go to them in their
sorrow and depression and hopelessness so that He can
shine His life and love into their hearts.
He went, and it brought us into His kingdom.
Mary looked beyond the circumstances in the stable to
the angel’s promises and saw God’s gift to all mankind
fulfilled before her eyes. The hosts of angels saw the
reality beneath the humble beginnings of the Son of
Man on earth, and the heavens couldn’t contain their
rejoicing!
Let’s allow His brilliance to enlighten the darkened
view of our earthly perceptions so that we can see the
hearts of those He beckons us to love and care for. He
saw past our shell of humanity and reached out to draw
us into the brilliance of His Spirit. Can we do any less for
the One who has given His all for us?
Maria Fontaine and her husband, Peter
Amsterdam, are directors of the Family
International, a Christian community of faith. ■
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The Sand
Clock
By Curtis Peter van Gorder

I went to my desk on Christmas Eve
morning to find that our beloved sand clock glass had

somehow broken. I threw it away, then fished it out again
to take one last dramatic photo.
Sand clocks have always held a fascination for me,
especially this one. It was a gift to my wife last Christmas,
meant to represent “the gift of spending time together.” It
also reminded me of a story and play I had written based
around the symbolism of the sand clock.
I thought nothing more about it and went to my job
that day as Santa at a corporate Christmas event. As I
was going around the offices and taking photos with the
employees and their children, I spied an exquisite sand
clock in one office. We entered and took photos there
with all the small children standing on the manager’s
desk. I remarked to him how superb the sand clock
looked and the significance that kind of clock has for me.
“I use it to make sure meetings are kept to under 30
minutes,” he replied.
“Did you get it in India?” I asked, hoping to replace
my broken one. (I was living in India at the time.)
“Yes, I’ll give you the address where I bought it.” I was
making my exit when he had a sudden inspiration. He
handed me the sand clock with a smile that rivaled Saint
Nick’s and told me, “This is a Christmas gift from me to
you.” I thanked him profusely and promised to send him
my Christmas sand clock story.

1. http://elixirmime.com
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In life, we must make all due allowance for chance. Chance, in the
last resort, is God.—Anatole France
(1844–1924)

I came home with my new sand clock in hand, bubbling over to tell
my story. It was about midnight before I arrived in our parking lot from
a nearly two-hour journey across town. To my surprise, my daughter and
my wife arrived in the parking lot at precisely the same moment. It was
a good thing, because only one of us had a key to our house. If either of
the others had arrived earlier, they would have had to wait outside. Three
cars from different locations and times arriving at the exact same minute!
What are the chances? You wouldn’t be able to pull off such a feat in the
mayhem of Mumbai traffic even if you arranged it beforehand.
So what does that have to do with my sand clock? I wasn’t exactly
sure, but like a detective, I felt there was some connection. After pondering it further, I came to the conclusion that they were both examples of
a power behind the scenes that cares deeply about the details of my life.
I mulled over the amazing events that had unfolded. Had it all been a
coincidence? It was all too wonderful to have been by chance. If not by
chance, then what?
For some, these “coincidences” are just random events that they brush
past and continue on their way. I too could have dismissed both of the
incidents of that Christmas Eve as mere random “good luck.” But when
looking back, I remembered many other Christmases when things just
seemed to click like the tumblers of a safe that is opened. I take them to
mean that God loves me and is concerned about showing me His care in
the details of these occurrences.
Most of the time I don’t see what God is doing behind the scenes,
and sometimes what He’s up to is baffling, but it’s a wonderful boost to
my faith when miracles happen to me as they did this Christmas Eve. It
is at times like these that I get a glimpse of His handiwork.

Curtis Peter van Gorder is a scriptwriter and mime artist 1
in Germany. ■

CHRISTMAS GOALS
Author unknown
Christmas is an ideal time to rededicate ourselves to Jesus, the author
and finisher of our faith, the one who
gave His life for us, that we might be
connected to God. “He longs for that
sweet communion, that union of
heart with heart.”
Another goal would be to share
the real meaning of Christmas with
others by giving them God’s love
and gift of eternal life. We can share
a truly “Merry Christmas” by pointing
others to the peace, happiness, and
joy of the love of Jesus Christ.
During the Christmas season, most
people become more open to others
and mindful of their needs. It’s a time
of reflection, when many stop to
think about the true values in life. It’s
a time when people are often more
receptive to the story of Jesus and
why He came to earth.
Don’t let this golden opportunity
pass you by! Make it your personal
goal to bring another soul within the
circle of Jesus’ love. ■
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Giving
Christmas
By Lilia Potters

It was Christmas Eve. I
was in a hurry, trying to finish
my work early and prepare for the
evening with my family and friends,
when the phone rang. I answered
impatiently, “Yes, hello?”
“Merry Christmas, Lilia!” the
voice on the other end cheerfully
exclaimed in accented English.
“Cecilia?” I asked. “Merry
Christmas! How are you?” After the
usual greetings and small talk, Cecilia
explained that she was on night duty
at the hospital where we’d first met.
As the senior midwife and a single
woman, the lot had fallen on her to
take the night shift this Christmas.
Normally, she traveled south to
10

spend Christmas with her family
and attend Mass in the small village
she comes from, and she sounded
dejected and disappointed.
As a natural childbirth coach, I
befriended Cecilia while assisting
during a delivery. I stayed in touch
and visited her at times, and we’d
become friends.
Cecilia had never married but had
raised the children of her younger
brother who had been killed in a car
accident about twenty years earlier.
When the children moved out,
Cecilia was left to live alone.
I felt a tug on my heart to tell
her I’d come and see her that night.
She sounded pleasantly surprised

and even excited, but told me not to
worry if I couldn’t make it. After all,
it was Christmas Eve and I should
spend this special time with my
family, she said.
Everyone arrived and I temporarily
forgot about Cecilia as we enjoyed
each other’s company, sang Christmas
carols, sipped hot chocolate, and
enjoyed homemade Christmas cookies. It was close to midnight when
something jolted my memory about
my promise to Cecilia. The Christmas
carol we’d just sung, “He Only Left
Heaven for Love That Night,” made
me feel ashamed for not putting more
priority on leaving my little bit of
heaven to cheer up a lonely soul.

At Christmas, and every other day of the year, all of us within whom
the Spirit of God dwells are in a sense an extension of “God” in our
community—to our friends and neighbors, our coworkers, the people
who serve us in shops and restaurants, and strangers He brings across
our paths. The love we show through our interactions with others, the
words we speak and actions we take, the kindness and generosity we
show, the helping hand we offer, reflect the Holy Spirit dwelling within
us. Others can sense something uncommon and special in us, and when
we explain that God is with us and can be with them as well, we help to
fulfill the ultimate reason of Christmas.—Peter Amsterdam

Christmas is the spirit of giving without a thought of getting. It is happiness because we see joy in people. It is forgetting self and finding
time for others. It is discarding the meaningless and stressing the true
values.—Thomas Monson (b. 1927)

I quickly filled a thermos with
hot chocolate, wrapped some of the
cookies in a red Christmas napkin,
and prepared a homemade card
with a message of love and appreciation for Cecilia’s faithful care of all
the women who give birth at her
hospital. I grabbed a decorative
Christmas candle to give as a gift and
a box of matches to light it with and
left shortly before midnight.
The hospital was quiet and nearly
deserted, the nursing station for the
delivery ward dark. No deliveries
tonight, I thought. I wonder if she’s
already asleep. I quietly knocked on
the door.
“Who is it?”

“Cecilia, it’s me, Lilia!” After a few
moments of silence, the side door to
the nursing station burst open and
Cecilia rushed out with open arms,
her face beaming. Embracing me, she
exclaimed with tears, “I knew you’d
come! I knew it!” I fought back my
own tears and silently thanked God
that I’d heeded His nudge to visit
her.
“Cecilia,” I said, “I brought
some hot chocolate. Let’s celebrate
Christmas together!”
“I’ll get some cups,” she said as
she hurried off. When she returned,
the look of joy and gratitude on her
face was all I needed to confirm how
lonely she’d felt that night.

We sat together, sipping hot
chocolate and enjoying the Christmas
cookies. We talked, laughed, and even
attempted to sing a Christmas carol
together. Cecilia exclaimed again and
again that she would never forget this
Christmas, and that it was the best
one she’d ever had.
Before leaving, I asked if I could
pray for her. I had hardly finished when
she in turn poured out her heart in
thanks to Him. On and on she prayed,
while a tear ran down her cheek. It
was clear that this little bit of love and
concern had gone a long, long way.
Lilia Potters is a writer and
editor in the U.S.A. ■
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Christmas
By Mara Hodler

Just about everyone is
excited to receive a gift.

There is something wonderful about
knowing that someone cared enough
to think about what you would
like, shopped for it or created it
themselves, and gave it to you.
There is also a special joy in giving
gifts. When you find a gift that you
know the recipient will love, it’s fun
to present it to them. The recipient’s
delight becomes a gift to you and
inspires you to keep giving. But stop
and think for a moment of all the
gifts you’ve received in your life so
far, and which ones have stood out.
You might have been beside
yourself with excitement when you
received the video game you were
begging for, but does it still bring
you that same joy after a couple of
weeks? The gorgeous top you just
1. www.just1thing.com
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“had to have,” how often do you wear
it now?
There are a lot of Christmas traditions, and they vary by families, but it
seems the one tradition most families
share is gift exchange. Stores know
this, so they prepare months before
Christmas by flooding the shopping
floors with potential gifts and pictures
of happy people receiving the store’s
wares as gifts. They aggressively offer
deals, sale days, shopping rewards,
incentives, and layaway plans in an
attempt to earn your holiday budget.
Everyone from the car dealership
to the discount store offers ideas of
what you can get your loved ones for
Christmas.
I grew up in a missionary family, where Christmas didn’t equal
an abundance of fanfare and gifts,
either for me personally or for the
average people I was around. The first
Christmas that I had the opportunity

to “go all out” and do tons of shopping for my loved ones and family, I
was so excited! I spent days shopping
at the mall, hours researching “best”
purchases online, and more hours
perfectly wrapping gifts and tying the
packages with beautiful bows.
As Christmas drew near, I heard
myself a few times saying, I can’t
wait ’til this is all over. I had never
felt anxious for Christmas to be over
before! Sure, we were tired by the end
of it, but I had never felt any dread
associated with the season.
Now here I was participating
in a “traditional Christmas,” and
instead of it being a joy-filled time,
it was becoming stressful. I realized
I was surrounded and consumed by
Christmas but had the feeling that I
was missing Christmas altogether. I
powered through anyway, right up to
the most hectic Christmas Eve celebration I had ever experienced. Piles of

gifts were exchanged and trash bag
upon trash bag of wrapping paper
and packaging was gathered. I sat
there in the aftermath of “Christmas”
feeling so terribly underwhelmed. I
felt like I had missed the grand finale
of a great movie and just skipped to
the part where the credits roll. Where
had Christmas gone?
All those thoughtfully purchased
gifts? As the weeks and months rolled
by, I happened upon various gifts I
had given, stashed in the back of a
drawer or sitting on a shelf gathering
dust. I also found some of the gifts
I had received were useless. We had
collectively spent a lot of money on
gifts, and a few weeks later, it seemed
like no one was any better off for it.
Before I sound like the Grinch, I
want to make it clear that I am not
against the giving of gifts. I just hate
to see Christmas eclipsed by a frenzy
of shopping and stressing. On that

disappointing Christmas, I learned
that the real spirit of Christmas, the
joy that makes Christmas special,
is something you have to seek out.
It doesn’t just come because it’s
December and you’re buying gifts,
decorating a tree, and listening to
Christmas music.
Here are some of the ways I plan
to spread the spirit of Christmas:
• Sending Christmas cards to loved
ones near and far
• Sharing inspiring Christmas stories
with my kids and friends
• Posting thought-provoking,
joyful, and meaningful Christmas
messages on my Facebook page
• Sending donations to mission
works that are making Christmas
special for kids and families in need
• Practicing random acts of kindness
in my community
• Making Christmas treats for
teachers and friends

• Avoiding the mall
• Keeping Christmas simple: less
fussing and more meaning
• Spending as much time as possible
with family and friends
• And the gift I am giving Jesus?
Gratitude!
December is here. Join me in
taking time before the Christmas
frenzy is in high gear to think of how
we will make this beautiful season
meaningful, and how we will “find
Christmas” this year.
Mara Hodler is a former
missionary to the Far East and
East Africa. She currently
lives in Texas with her husband
and children, and runs a small
family business. This article
was adapted from a podcast
on Just1Thing, 1 a Christian
character-building website for
young people. ■
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By Koos Stenger

FATHER TO THE
FATHERLESS
“God is your father,” the

young man said. “He came down at
Christmas in human form. Through
Jesus, you can know what God is
like.” He looked at me with hopeful
eyes, but I wasn’t convinced. “A
father cares,” he continued. “A
father watches over you and is always
there.”
I stared and shook my head. He
was wrong. My father never cared,
never watched over me and was
never there. He left when I was three
and it stained and wounded my
heart. Mother did a great job, but
Father…? No, I had no idea what it
was like to have a father.
“That God is my father means
nothing to me!” I answered. “I never
had one.”
Now the young man stared at me.
I could see him think I was a hopeless case. And in fact, I was pretty
hopeless. As soon as I was able, I

14

had left my home country of the
Netherlands in search of truth and
happiness and was now in France.
But so far, I had only found more
loneliness. I was bedraggled, hungry,
cold, and above all, fatherless.
It was no wonder that the young
man didn’t know what to do with me.
He mumbled “Happy Christmas” and
left in a hurry.
Not that I had any problems with
Jesus. All I had ever heard about Him
were good things. He was kind, He
healed the sick, He forgave people. I
wouldn’t mind knowing His Father.
But how?
I heard church bells and realized
it was Christmas Eve. Should I go to
that little country church so I could
flee my present darkness, if only for a
moment? I did.
The soft lights and the singing
lifted my spirit. And although I didn’t
understand the service, since it was in

Do you want
God to be your
Father too? All
you have to do
is ask Him in:
Please come
into my life
and fill me
with Your
love and
light. Help
me to learn
more about
You and Your
Son, Jesus. Amen.

French, my thoughts drifted to God.
Was He there? Did He
understand?
God, they say You are a Father. I
don’t know what that’s like.
I closed my eyes and stared into
my own nothingness.
And then there was light. It shone
into my darkness and touched me—
warm and invigorating, serene and
calm and undeniably real.
Then a voice spoke to my heart.
Not audible, but clear and distinct,
firm and loving. I am the Father of
the fatherless.
I was speechless. There, surrounded by people I had never met
and whose language I barely spoke, I
learned that my true Father is really
always there and that He loves me
like no other father can.
Koos Stenger is a freelance
writer in the Netherlands. ■

By Jessie Richards

A MULTIFACETED

SAVIOR

I’ve been thinking how

Christmas traditions vary not only
from country to country, but from
family to family.
The food
In some countries, the classic
main dish is a ham or roast pork;
in others, a turkey, goose, duck,
chicken, codfish, tamales, pierogis,
or an assortment of cheeses. An
asado (barbecue) of a whole lamb,
calf, or pig is common in countries
in the southern hemisphere where
Christmas falls during the warm
months of the year.
The side dishes, desserts, and
beverages are even more varied,
1. John 10:11,14
2. John 6:35
3. John 8:12
4. John 14:6
5. John 11:25
6. E.g., John 9
7. See John 8:1–11.
8. See John 15:13–15.
9. Exodus 3:14

and within each family, specific
and multi-layered. Many families
combine several traditions.
The presents
Some children get their presents
on December 24th, others on the
25th, still others on January 6th.
Some families spread them out across
a couple of days, or even twelve days.
When I visited my mother’s very
large extended Polish family for the
first time, I learned about their particular Christmas tradition of having
one of the uncles dress up as Santa
and give presents to all the children
after dinner on Christmas Eve.
Almost everyone loves Christmas,
but how exactly they love it, what
it means to them, and how they
interact with the holiday and with
one another during the season, varies
from person to person. I think that’s
a bit like Jesus Himself and what
He means to each of us. He makes
Himself known to us, speaks to us,
and works in our lives according to
who we are and what we need. And

yet, the core of who He is always
remains—God’s Son, our Savior.
In the Bible, Jesus is referred to as
many things—“the Good Shepherd,”1
“the bread of life,”2 “the light of the
world,”3 “the way, the truth, and the
life,”4 and “the resurrection and the
life,”5 among others.
He is also a healer,6 a defender of
the vulnerable,7 and my favorite—a
friend.8 One can imagine Jesus saying
today “I am your confidant,” “I am
your therapist,” or even “I am your
BFF.” God’s original introduction to
Moses was simply “I Am who I Am.”9
He is, and He is in each of our lives,
and He comes to us in the way that
we need Him—at Christmastime, and
all year long.
Jessie Richards had a role in the
production of Activated from
2001 to 2012, and has written
a number of articles as
an Activated staff writer. She
has also written and edited
material for other Christian
publications and websites. ■
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From Jesus with Love

A Season
for L ve
Christmas is “the season of joy” and “a time of cheer.” But as Christmas comes around, do you
find yourself experiencing things far from joy and cheer?
If you look at each Christmas as needing to be bigger and better than the last, you’re probably
anxiously filling up every moment with preparations toward that goal. But sometimes less is more.
The less you worry about creating the “perfect” Christmas, the more time you’ll find to enjoy it.
The less stressed and pressured you are, the more happiness and joy will fill the time you and your
loved ones spend together.
Christmas is best enjoyed when it isn’t centered on decorations, gifts, or festivities, but when love
is at its core. Christmas is about taking quality time with your family and friends; it’s about cherishing and celebrating the love you share and the greatest gift ever given to humanity. It was My
love for you that brought Me to earth and gave Me the impetus to walk your world and be one of
you, to live and die for you. Focus on My love this Christmas and enjoy a truly fulfilling occasion!

