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Foreword


To many, the holidays represent the best of times and the worst of times. They are both joyful and at the same time stressful. It’s a strange thing. We love our family and friends more than just about anyone, but somehow, our interaction with them causes us the most distress—particularly during the holidays.


Even the media emphasizes the stress somehow created by the holidays. Sure, it mentions the joys—particularly the superficial parts, such as shopping—but there is a lot of emphasis on the loneliness and emptiness, as well. The advertisers would like us to believe that if we just would buy and receive the right gifts—and bump up our credit card bills—all will be fine. Deep down, however, we know that’s not the answer.


The editors of Don’t Sweat Press have done a stellar job at explaining this strange dynamic, and more importantly, they have created effective strategies to deal with it. They explain, in easy-to-understand and simple ways, how to deal with the stress that we usually associate with the holidays.


This book covers everything from finding ways to simplify the holidays, to saving time and money, increasing creativity, and making the entire season more satisfying. It will help you anticipate the holidays in a more positive light, making the best of each and every day along the way, and creating better memories. It will help you remember the true meaning of what the holidays are about—God, family, giving, and love. It will remind you of the gift of service, of helping those in need. And in my opinion, the wisdom of this message will spread through your life during the rest of the year.


One thing is certain. Like clockwork, the holidays will be here every single year of your life, whether you want them to be or not. There’s no escaping them. They can be stressful, miserable and overwhelming—or they can be fun, filled with laughter, and something you look forward to. This book can point you in the direction of making the holidays the priceless gift that God intended them to be; a celebration. I wish you a happy holiday season, as well as a happy rest of the year. I’m convinced that anyone reading this book will have one of the best holidays ever!




Richard Carlson


Benicia, California, April 2003




1.
Plan the Best Holidays for You


Holidays are the highlights of our lives. Many of our most cherished memories are wrapped around holiday celebrations. Much of what we envision for the future is tied to holidays. Some of our most far-reaching charitable work is inspired by them. These special occasions are parties, reunions, incentives, and yardsticks, all wrapped in the same package.


Certain holidays commemorate the departed, while others focus more specifically on the lives and accomplishments of visionaries. We remember the heroes of the battlefield on Veterans Day and the heroes of industry on Labor Day. We honor our country (Independence Day, Flag Day) and our environment (Earth Day, Arbor Day). These are just our secular holidays. When you add religious observances and festivals, you have a calendar packed so full of tributes and special events that if you’re of a mind, you can celebrate virtually nonstop.


Along with this attention to celebration comes the pressure to make every holiday a winner. Our sense of urgency is intensified by TV and movies, which beguile us with unrealistic holiday models—fantasy families enjoying fantasy celebrations. At work, our colleagues routinely inquire, “What are you doing for the holiday?” as if it were a given that we would be planning something extraordinary. Too often, we convert these external cues to internal pressure to create memorable events. If we can’t measure up to our outsized expectations, our holidays become disappointments rather than sources of satisfaction.


You can avoid holiday pressure by establishing your own agenda for each of these special days. Don’t try to fashion your holidays after the fairy tales that the mass media concocts. You have a real-world agenda that will point you in the right direction. If friends ask what you’re planning for the holiday, don’t be embarrassed or reluctant to respond, “Nothing in particular.” Planning what is right and best for you is what makes the holiday special.




2.
The “4-P” Approach to Happy Holidays


Holidays are deceptively demanding. We think of them as a respite, as time off, but are they really that? Think about the roster of holidays that most of us observe—Martin Luther King Jr. Day, Presidents’ Day, Easter/Passover, Mother’s Day, Memorial Day, Father’s Day, Independence Day, Labor Day, Halloween, Veterans Day, Thanksgiving, Christmas/Hanukkah, and New Year’s. Celebrate each of these holidays as the months roll along, and you could be involved in nearly year-round planning—and worrying about the outcome. Daunting as this list seems, it’s probably shorter than your actual lineup.


If you treat these occasions seriously—that is, you work diligently to put together the best affairs for your family and friends—you won’t find much time to have fun. In fact, anxiety and tension can accompany most holidays more than any enjoyment or satisfaction. To help assure that your holidays are joyous, consider the “4-P” approach.


Prioritize. Decide which holidays you want to emphasize, and then focus most of your attention there. Also, prioritize your goals for your key holidays. For those holidays that are low on your priority list, go with the flow—and don’t take on more than you can handle comfortably.


Plan. Map out the ideal holiday for you. Determine what elements you’ll need, how much they’ll cost, and what resources—financial and human—you can bring to bear. Develop a task list and an implementation schedule for your party plan.


Publicize. Your plan may seem perfect to you, but if it isn’t equally amenable to the folks with whom you’ll be sharing your holidays, it could generate frustration rather than enthusiasm. Think of your plan as a proposal that must be reviewed and critiqued by all involved. You’re accustomed to doing this at the office, where consensus often is critical, but it’s just as essential on the home front. Once you collect feedback, revise your plan to reflect the new input.


Party. When you’ve established your holiday priorities, developed a preliminary plan, publicized your blueprint among key audiences, and modified it according to their suggestions, you’re ready to cut loose and enjoy yourself. This final “P” is every bit as important as the other three, since more enjoyable holidays for you is the ultimate objective.




3.
Whose True Meaning?


If you watch television news as a major holiday approaches, you’re likely to hear a commentator lament about the commercialization of holidays and encourage us to get back to the “true meaning” of the event ahead. It seems a noble, even sobering thought, suggesting as it does that we’ve been squandering our energy on something less than the true meaning of the holiday. However, this pronouncement won’t hold up to close scrutiny. We might well ask this pundit, “Whose true meaning are you talking about?” In our melting pot of a society, holidays mean many things to many people.


To some, holidays are principally religious occasions—special opportunities for worship, contemplation, or even repentance. For these people, the decorations, feasts, and other customs associated with holidays may have secondary meaning only.


For others, holidays mean family—chances to gather with loved ones who may never get together except on these occasions. Nothing else about holidays is as important as assembling the family.


Kids, with their limited experience, may have a narrower perspective about holidays. For them, holidays mean gifts—and they’re not likely to broaden their outlook for some time. No use lecturing the littlest ones about the true meaning of the holidays. Each time they open a package and find a shiny toy inside, their understanding of the holiday’s true meaning is reinforced.


Retailers may have yet another take on holidays. Whatever their personal beliefs, their businesses sometimes depend on seasonal sales, so for them, holidays mean unusually hard work—and considerable anguish or joy over the results.


With so many different approaches—each as legitimate as the next—it is important to respect the beliefs and customs of others. Perhaps we ought to consider the practice of mutual respect as the true meaning of holidays. With that as our starting point, it would be hard for us to go wrong.




4.
Getting Ready


Preparing for a holiday can be simple or demanding, depending on what’s expected of you and what you expect of yourself. For example, once your children have grown, your Halloween preparations may involve little more than purchasing a few bags of candy to dispense to the neighborhood goblins and ghouls.


On the other hand, Christmas preparation can be monumental—select, set up, and trim the tree; decorate the house and yard; write and mail the cards; purchase and wrap the gifts. If you’re hosting the Christmas gathering, getting ready becomes an even more arduous and time-consuming process.


That’s why preparing for a major holiday celebration should begin with establishing a state of mental readiness. Of course, your preparations will involve a list of holiday chores, but as a veteran holiday manager, you’re used to ticking items off a lengthy to-do list.


Mentally preparing for a holiday means developing just the right balance of idealism and realism. Ideally, you accomplish all your holiday chores with time left over for relaxation. Realistically, you know that you may not get everything done, so budget some time for relaxation now. Ideally, everyone will be thrilled with every gift. Realistically, some gifts will be the wrong size or the wrong color, so resolve to stay calm when gifts go awry. Ideally, your guests will hungrily devour all the food you prepare. Realistically, someone won’t eat the pumpkin pie, so pledge to keep cool—and recycle what you can for leftovers.


Finding your equilibrium is so important to a successful holiday that you might consider holding off on your chores until you reach that state of readiness. When your mindset is right, you’ll find that just about everything goes well—and you’ll remain poised and effective when things don’t.




5.
Set Your Holiday Agenda


Holidays are upon us before we know it, sometimes leaving us in a state of panic that becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. We’re so afraid that we won’t get everything done that our constant worrying prevents us from getting everything done. However, holidays can be within your control. Not only can you get every task finished, but efficiency will allow you to relax and enjoy each holiday to its fullest.


The key is to develop a good game plan along with a workable timeline. Everyone’s holiday hit list will differ, of course, but here are some major categories for your schedule.


Identify and resolve major issues. Who will host this year’s celebration? What time will it take place? Will it occur on the holiday itself, or will you need to observe the holiday a day or two early or late to accommodate everyone’s schedule? Will any participants need help with travel? Once you have these important issues resolved, the rest of your planning will fall into place. Figure to have everything set in this category at least one month in advance.


Prepare a holiday budget. It needn’t be formal, but try to rough out a holiday spending plan. Include any costs for travel, groceries, gifts, and decorations. When you know what you can afford to spend, you’ll be surprised how easy it is to spend just that amount.


Write and mail your cards. Plan to have everything mailed two weeks before the holiday. That will give you time to amend any oversights and handle late additions to your holiday list.


Purchase and wrap your gifts. Plan to have all your gifts purchased two weeks before the holiday. Then if you encounter a snafu with a catalog or e-mail order, you have some time to sort it out. When you finish early, you’ll need a secure place to store your presents where curious people won’t find them!


Decorate. If you’ve completed your other action items, you can save decorating until near the end. Now you have the opportunity to get really creative rather than throwing things together under the pressure of time.


Your last item should be to relax. You’ve done it all—and with enough time left over to help out any less efficient friends or family. Happy holiday!




6.
The Card Competition


Our tradition of exchanging holiday cards has evolved over the years—but it isn’t clear if all of the changes have been positive. Cards began pretty simply as a way of expressing holiday wishes to a handful of friends and family. Some early cards boasted a few well-chosen manufactured elements, but the packaging tended to be secondary. Our brief, personalized messages were the most important components.


Over the years, cards have become more ornate—to say nothing of more expensive. Many include commercially produced verse along with lavish seasonal art. We often augment these store-bought effects with lengthy personal letters detailing family developments during the past year along with photographs of kids and pets. What began as a simple custom has become a full-blown production number.


Even more significant have been the changes in our card lists. Maintaining a card list used to be an uncomplicated affair. Now, it’s a time-consuming, year-round project that involves updating dozens of names that span our personal and professional lives. We’re determined to send a card to each person on our list each year. If the unthinkable happens—someone that we overlooked or never even considered sends us a card—we hurriedly send a card to our new holiday pal and expand our card list once more.


The intensity we bring to greeting cards has a downside—the worry and anxiety it causes. A healthier approach may be to maintain a reasonably sized card list, prepare a message that doesn’t tax your emotional reserves, mail your cards punctually, and then relax and take pleasure in a job well done.


Once it’s finished, let it be finished. If you get a card from someone not on your list, it’s okay. A friend wanted to remember you on the holiday; that’s a nice thing, not a call for reciprocity. You can add that person to next year’s list or even give your friend a call. That will enhance your holiday without extending the card competition.




7.
A Sensible Card List


You can avoid the dizzying competition that holiday greeting card exchanges can generate by getting a good head start on the project. Think of it as a year-round endeavor rather than a last-minute rush job that finds you in a long line at the post office just before the holiday.


Your first task, of course, is your card list. You have a ready-made nucleus of your family, close friends, and colleagues. If maintaining your list is an ongoing task, you’ll be able to update it without much trouble and expand it at your leisure. Once you allow enough time for the task, it won’t matter whether you’re sending ten cards or a hundred. You’ll have plenty of time to complete the job without stress.


Perhaps a more complicated task is deciding which names to add to your list and which to drop. Adding to your list can become laborious if you intend to practice what might be thought of as “blanket reciprocity”—a determination to send a card to everyone who sends one to you. While this seems like an honorable intention, it can break down in practice when you find that you’re sending cards to your car dealer, your insurance agent, and even your elected officials, only because you received cards from them.


If you get one of these “greetings,” are you obliged to reciprocate? You have no more responsibility there than you do for sending cards in the first place. Cards are a voluntary expression of your best wishes. Send them to the people you most want to reach, and don’t worry about reciprocity.
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