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Serenity at Christmas Joseph Leininger Wheeler



S



erenity at Christmas? Surely you jest! Why, thanks to nonstop shopping and wrapping of gifts, getting off the annual batch of Christmas cards (each with its personalized note), getting ready for the annual invasion of Christmas guests, attending all the school programs the kids are involved with, helping out in the church’s Christmas activities—oh! And not incidentally, keeping up with the constant demands of career, marriage, and family . . . You must be losing it. Serenity indeed! Well, I must admit it sounds a bit farfetched, but serenity is possible. Permit me to explain. The Christmas season may be every bit as hectic— or as serene—as we make it. We are the determiners. All too often we forget this, acting as if we are prisoners of forces beyond our control. Having said that, however, I must hasten to add this qualifier: never in human history has serenity been more difficult to achieve. What with telephone, cell phone, fax, e-mail, pager, computer, laptop, TV, CD-Rom, DVD, cinema, radio, videos, books, magazines, newspapers, catalogues (plus, the church, career, filial, marital, and familial worlds),
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not to forget the 50,000 commercials to which each of us is exposed during a given calendar year—well, where in all this is serenity to be found? Let’s find out. First of all, we must each define the parameters of our Christmas season. If we think for a moment that we are going to cram all the cacophony, activity, and greed of the year into a day or two, achieving serenity would be a virtual impossibility. For serenity, a longer Christmas season is an absolute essential. I suggested in my Christmas in My Heart, Book 2, introduction, “The 36 Days of Christmas,” that all of us ought to begin our Christmas season on Thanksgiving Evening. Clean out the Thanksgiving-related debris, decorate the house for Christmas, put up the crêche and, perhaps, even put up the Christmas tree. Begin the Christmas season that evening, by unplugging almost everything electronic from family life. As for that brazen intruder, the telephone, the important calls can be retrieved from the answering machine later. A fire in the fireplace, candles, kerosene lamps, each will contribute to the desired atmosphere of serenity, as will stories. But even before all this, discipline is needed. Discipline is an old-fashioned word not much in vogue in today’s permissive if-it-feels-good-do-it age, an age that often appears nearly devoid of respect for others, kindness, and empathy. Serenity will be impossible to achieve in households where parents have abdicated control and handed it over to their children. Changes are in the wind, however. More and more often I am seeing parents courageous enough to regain control of the avenues to their children’s minds, hearts, 9
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and souls. These parents say, in effect, that God did not entrust this responsibility to the talking heads on television or to the advertisers who are in our face every moment of the day; not even to school administrators and teachers, or church administrators or preachers. But God did entrust that responsibility to each father and each mother, the ultimate guardians of the children they bear. Even the law agrees: When school administrators and teachers exercise control over children, the legal term for it is in loco parentis (acting in the parental role in the absence of the parents). Today such parents are reassuming responsibilities their own parents may have surrendered by default. They are willing to be tough in their loving, to recognize that while an ideal home ought to be run by democratic rules that are fair, there must be a court of final resort—someone must be willing to make final decisions when there is no achievable consensus. Thus, as a given family enters that first day of the Christmas season, wise parents welcome it with positiveness, enthusiasm, and joy. They don’t ask for a vote: “Shall we observe Christmas reverentially this year?” Instead, they operate as though they have an understood consensus: “Tonight begins our Christmas story season. You’ll remember that some of the stories we share are new ones, while others are stories you already love. Tonight we’ll vote. Which will it be: an old one— or a new one?” And it will go on from there: “This Christmas, wouldn’t it be special to make our gifts personal, instead of just things we buy?” Discuss ways gifts could be made and ask for personal preferences so children don’t end 10
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up making the same things. Ask for family input in terms of how to make this Christmas a more meaningful one. Attend Christmas plays, concerts, oratorios. Help those who are in need. Pay particular attention to lonely and unvisited senior citizens. Mentor a child who is neglected by others. Invite friends to join the family on game nights. Occasionally take turns helping to bake or prepare Christmas “deliciosities.” Do unexpected, fun things. But through it all, let no one forget whose birth and life the season celebrates. During this Christmas season the family unit is to be a sacred one, and all are expected to participate in the announced activities, because if some do not, the magic of the season will immediately break down. If the television set is turned on, if neighbor children set the agenda for some of the family, if children tune out the family with earphones, if the telephone is allowed to dominate, if computer games are permitted to take over—well, any one of these is capable of destroying this Christmas serenity. Each day of the Advent is to be celebrated in a special way, each complete with at least one story or reading from a Christmas book. Occasionally, a beloved Christmas film or video will be seen by the entire family. Grandparents, especially, are to be drawn into this circle of activities. And joy should remain paramount if children are to retain their love for the season. It should be a time in which to make memories, a time to assemble the extended family from time to time. Families may even wish to study Christmas as it is observed around the world, trying out the most interesting traditions to see if they ought to be incorporated
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in the family’s most beloved traditions in future Christmases. Traditions such as Mexico’s “Las Posadas” (see “The 36 Days of Christmas,” in Christmas in My Heart, book 2), or St. Nicholas, as lowland Europe celebrates his coming, beginning in mid-November and ending with the Eve of St. Nicholas on December 5 (see Christmas in My Heart, book 6). Christmas music from other countries can be listened to and performed, as well. At last it will come, Christmas Eve itself. By now the entire family will be in the mood to remember the Christ Child. The presents will have already been made, wrapped, and given away or placed under the tree. The children will have participated earlier in writing Christmas letters or cards. Christmas candy and cookies—ah, their fragrance is everywhere! Family comes. In many homes Christmas presents are opened, and later the Trading Game is played. (See “Hans and the Trading Game,” Christmas in My Heart, book 5.) At midnight some families may go to church; others will prefer to attend on Christmas morning. Christmas Day is family time—time to revel in the interplay and interweaving of the three generations. But there are yet the traditional Twelve Days of Christmas, divided in two by New Year’s Day. The stories will continue, and the family will celebrate by visiting, playing games, sharing good times, traveling, etc. As 11
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the end of the year approaches, it will be time to gather together and debrief about the year that is ending. What went best? Which things are remembered most fondly? Which ought to be best forgotten and never repeated? Of all the books or stories read, music listened to, plays or films observed, jaunts or trips taken, which ones are treasured most? Out of all this mix resolutions for the coming year will flow naturally. Midnight, December 31, will bring with it 365 days and nights of new opportunities to be of service in the lives of others. Six more days of Christmas remain, each one more precious than the last because of their proximity to Epiphany, or Day of the Wise Men. In Catholic countries children often enjoy this eve and day most of all because on it the Wise Men leave gifts in their shoes.



On January 6 it will be time to take down the tree, restore the decorations to their storage boxes, tenderly place in their box the figures associated with the manger scene or crêche—and put Christmas away. But what wonderful memories will have been made before then! And it will be these memories that will elicit the longing question, “How many days till Christmas?” Serenity. We have been describing at least 36 serene days and nights (52, if we incorporate the midNovember coming of St. Nicholas, as the Dutch do). Just imagine the impact upon our nation if each family were to shut out the world for one-seventh of each year! What an impact it would make on the minds, hearts, and souls of our children, not to mention the opportunity for harried adults to retreat to and regen12
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erate in a quiet Eden of their own making. How much stronger they’d be, how much strengthened to face the challenges of the new year, come each January 7. And then, if only we could bridge across the year to the next Christmas on piers of evensongs! (See “Evensong,” the concluding story in this collection.) The Eleventh Collection We have set a daunting task for ourselves: each collection of Christmas stories ought to be the best yet. We think you’ll agree that this one meets that expectation. Of the authors our readers have grown to love over the years, none can compare to Margaret E. Sangster, Jr. “This Christmas Business” is the eighth of her stories to appear in the Christmas in My Heart series. (They appeared in books 2, 3, 5, 6, 8, 9, and 10). But as we began our second decade, we wanted to stir in some new blood, so the other authors in book 11 are appearing for the first time. Without question, this year’s headliner is Barbara Robinson’s “The Best Christmas Pageant Ever,” published first as a separate book by Harper & Row in 1972. It has since become one of the all-time Christmas best-sellers, selling in the millions. Readers will want to secure the complete book text. We almost lost Gerald Toner’s memorable “Lipstick Like Lindsay’s.” Since it anchors a book by the same title (which readers will want to get), it was mighty difficult for us to secure permission to include it. I predict this story will become one of the all-time great Christmas classics. The oldest story? Unquestionably “Angela’s Christmas,” now more than a century old.
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Robinson and Toner remind us that great Christmas stories are still being written. As do the inclusion of stories penned by Dennis Eberhart, Wilbur Hendricks, Ellen Austin, Lucy Parr, Arlene Anibal, Julie Rae Rickard, and Karen A. Williams. Welcome to our second decade! CODA I look forward to hearing from you! Please do keep the stories, responses, and suggestions coming—and not just for Christmas stories. I am putting together collec-
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tions centered around other genres as well. You may reach me by writing to: Joe L. Wheeler, Ph.D. c/o Review and Herald® Publishing Association 55 West Oak Ridge Drive Hagerstown, MD 21740 May the Lord bless and guide the ministry of these stories in your home.
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