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          “If my hands are fully occupied in holding on to something, I can neither give nor receive.”
        

        
          — Dorothee Sölle
        

      

      Unless you live in a cave on a deserted island, no one needs to tell you Christmas is coming. Mail-order catalogs arrive in late September, and within days after Thanksgiving, the store shelves are stocked with every imaginable Christmas item.

      Your calendar begins to fill up with astonishing and often terrifying speed as parties, pageants, and shopping expeditions are penciled in. Your list of things to do turns into a novel, and you find yourself longing for January. Even the simple act of attending church is transformed into a production as the most well-intentioned believers get caught up in the worldly obligations of the season.

      Most people would agree it's a far cry from the night a baby was born under a star in a stable in Bethlehem. This was no ordinary infant, but God Incarnate, and the only people in attendance were his parents and a few shepherds. There was no media circus or magazines bidding millions of dollars for first photos of the child. Few people were aware that the newborn cries heard that miraculous night came from the Messiah promised by God for thousands of years.

      As you make your way through this holiday season, allow the stories, devotionals, prayers, and scripture in this book to help you escape some of the commercialism and create a more Christ-centered Christmas. It is our hope that you will be inspired and encouraged to view Christmas as more than just one day when we open gifts, eat a sumptuous feast, and worship the Lord.

      Generous and gifted contributors will introduce you to “Advent” — the weeks leading up to Christmas; “The Twelve Days of Christmas” following the celebration on December 25; and finally, “Epiphany,” the day that commemorates the Magi's visit to the Christ child. Their experiences will reassure you that you're not alone in your struggle to glorify God and focus on the true purpose of the season. Their words will make you smile, reminisce, and perhaps even cry, but most importantly, they will remind you of the most awesome gift in the history of the world.

    

  
    
      PART ONE

      
      ADVENT: DECEMBER 1 — DECEMBER 24
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      INTRODUCTION


      Counting down the days for something special can be difficult, but most of us would agree there are things well worth waiting for. In some respects, the waiting often prepares us for the event to come. Whether it's the birth of a child or a move to a new city, the days and weeks beforehand allow us to absorb the reality of a significant change in our lives. Our days are often occupied with joyful anticipation, and even when we're not physically involved in preparing for the big day, our minds and hearts are filled with eager anticipation.

      In the same way, we should rejoice at the prospect of welcoming our Lord on Christmas Day, and the days leading up to his birth should be filled with ardent and enthusiastic expectation. Many believers celebrate the coming of their Messiah during a period known as Advent, which traditionally consists of the four Sundays leading up to Christmas Day.

      During this period, believers prepare for Christ's coming in a variety of ways. Worship and scripture readings during this time acknowledge both Christ's first coming as prophesied in the Old Testament and His eventual second coming as described in the New Testament. A popular tradition often incorporated into the Advent season is a circular wreath symbolizing God's eternal love and consisting of four candles with one candle in the center. The wreath's greenery stands for Christ's promise of everlasting life, and each candle represents an important aspect of His life. A candle is lit on each Sunday with the one in the center lit on Christmas Eve. The growing brightness is a reminder that the birth of our Savior — the “Light of the World” — is close at hand.

      As with any long-anticipated event, Advent involves both physical and emotional preparation. Most of us are familiar with the endless to-do list involved with getting ready for Christmas, but without the time it takes to develop a true sense of spiritual readiness, the real message of the season may be lost.

      So, slow down, take a deep breath, and enter the blessed weeks before Christmas with your heart and mind open to the miraculous day when God became man. Welcome the Lord into your home to help you prepare for a birthday party fit for a King.

    

  
    
      December 1

      
      Advent at Hall House
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      I live in the sunny south, so I've rarely experienced those cold temperatures that usher in the Christmas season for so many others. I've never enjoyed shopping much, so I don't start Christmas searching for sales and discounts and coming home with my arms laden with packages. At my house, Christmas officially starts when I yell for my youngest son, “Bring up the box marked ‘Advent Wreath!’”

      Most Christians think of the Advent wreath as a cherished spiritual tradition of prayers, candles, and greenery. Perhaps, when they picture the wreath, they see a loving family, gathered around the warm glow of the deep purple tapers rising majestically from the ring of holly. Maybe they get a warm feeling inside, recalling all the prayers recited and sent heavenward. Of course, that would be the Advent wreath tradition over at the perfect house. At the Hall house, the Advent wreath tradition is a little less than perfect.

      I introduced my husband to the Advent wreath in the early days of our marriage. He accompanied me to church where the candles were lit and the priest said a special prayer on the four Sundays leading up to Christmas Eve. Growing up in a Catholic home, there had always been an Advent wreath in the house, and when our first Christmas together arrived, my husband and I had a little Advent wreath of our own. For a brief, shining moment we shared something close to a prayerful, meaningful Advent wreath tradition. Then, we had a little boy.

      Joey was born on December 28, and by his first Advent, he was hitting his stride in the rambunctious toddler stage. So, the first step in celebrating/childproofing our Advent wreath tradition was our purchase of a very sturdy wreath. Our wreath may not have won any decorating awards, but it still stands today like the Rock of Gibraltar. This can be a particularly good thing when a toddler, a dog, or even teenagers are in the proximity of a fire-bearing object.

      Keeping the prayers short and sweet seemed like a very good idea, too. So, we bowed our heads for a Bible verse and squeezed in a quick “Come, Lord Jesus, as soon as possible! Amen!”

      With the arrival of our daughter, our Advent wreath tradition changed once more. Laney was quiet and serious. She watched everything with her thumb firmly entrenched in her mouth. Joey, on the other hand, was a chatterbox. That child could talk paper off a wall. It seemed perfectly reasonable, at least to me, to invite Joey to add something personal and spiritual to our evening Advent celebration. It was time, I decided, for Joey to participate in the prayer department. Okay, it was really about talking Joey into sharing the all-important fire responsibilities.

      We began our prayers with reading short — the shorter the better — passages from the New Testament. Our ultimate goal was to end up on the chapter of the birth of Christ on Christmas Eve. I thought it was a wonderful idea, just like something out of a Norman Rockwell Advent. We'd end our short reading with a little prayer, courtesy of Joey. Another terrific idea, except for the fact that our son wasn't happy with his ten seconds of prayer fame. He desperately wanted to take part in the Bible reading, but he didn't know how to read a word.

      Still, I'm not one to discourage my children's growth in the faith. So, that year, as we gathered around the Advent wreath, I would read a short verse and then hand my son the Bible. The stories he told weren't in any Bible I'd ever read, but what he lacked in authenticity, he more than made up for in length. We endured endless, convoluted stories of Jesus and Ninja Turtles charging down Sesame Street in Bethlehem or his preschool playground.

      Just when we thought it was time for our “Come, Lord Jesus, Amen,” Joey would take a big breath and start up again. Candle wax flowed over the Rock of Gibraltar wreath onto the placemat. Laney fell asleep in my numb arms. Dad's patience wore dangerously thin. I think the most common prayer offered that Advent was one of thanksgiving when Joey finally ran out of words.

      Our third and last child came along to join in the tradition, and by then, our family had the whole Advent wreath ritual down to something of an art. We carefully included baby John in the candle-lighting rotation, and during a moment of wisdom, we switched from Bible readings to an Advent booklet. When John was school age, I had a brainstorm. We'd include prayers for special intentions! We figured that would be a wonderful way to involve the kids. The children certainly got involved, but not in the way we had imagined.

      Invariably, one of the younger children would have a special intention that Joey decided wasn't “prayer worthy.” He didn't think it was right to pray for an “A” on a test or to ask God for help in beating another sports team. He especially didn't think we should bother the Lord with dog prayers.

      “Dear Lord, please let Sally quit barking so the neighbors won't complain anymore.”

      “You can't pray for that!” he shouted.

      “Can, too,” John replied, just a little louder.

      Joey remained adamant and decided that shouting was the best way to prove his point. “You have to pray for people!” The arguing intensified, feelings got hurt, Dad yelled, and tears were shed — all in the glow of our Advent wreath. Eventually, we made it to our “Come, Lord Jesus. Amen!” prayer. I have a feeling that God even heard our Sally dog prayers since she's still here and barking happily.

      Our children were here, too, though not always for the first days of Advent. Our youngest child, John was still at home, and he brought the wreath box upstairs. I unpacked the wax-covered Advent wreath and placed the candles in the holders.

      Three of the Halls came together to pray and soon enough, twenty-something Halls arrived home for the holidays.

      The entire family gatherd again to pray and wait for the Lord's coming. We had taken turns lighting the candles as we remembered the Light of the World. We opened the Bible and reflected while we listened to His word. Finally, we offered our special intentions, trusting in His power to answer our prayers.

      As always, there were moments of laughter, joy, tears, and thanksgiving around our dilapidated wreath. There was bound to be an evening when candle wax overflowed and ruined yet another placemat, but that's okay. It's our less-than-perfect Advent tradition, and the Halls wouldn't start the Christmas season any other way.

      
        — Cathy C. Hall
      

      Watering the Poinsettias

      
        
          Do you have the gift of helping others? Do it with all the strength and energy that God supplies. Then everything you do will bring glory to God through Jesus Christ. All glory and power to him forever and ever! Amen.
        

        
          I PETER 4:11
        

      

      The poinsettias were banked three tiers deep around the huge platform in a breathtaking array. The harmony of the choir and the music of the orchestra, as they presented “Go Tell It on the Mountain,” swelled around these radiant red blooms. What a glorious beginning to the Advent season.

      Now, I found myself dreading every Sunday and every Wednesday because I had to water the poinsettias. I had volunteered before I realized there would be over one hundred plants, all arranged so it was impossible to get to each of them or tell if all of them had been watered. I had to carry water all the way from the custodian's storage room which was always locked.

      Long before everyone showed up on Sunday, I found myself grudgingly watering the poinsettias: trying to make sure I didn't miss any, trying to make sure I gave each one enough water, trying not to spill water on the carpet, and trying to finish before people began to assemble.

      The second Wednesday, a lady whom I'd never met, came up to me and said abruptly, “I'm the one who bought all the poinsettias. Would you please give those two wilted ones an extra drink of water?” I wanted to say that buying them was easier than watering them, but I didn't.

      Another lady approached me with a smile on her face and pointed out one of the largest poinsettias. “That one is mine in memory of my mother.” I was grateful it wasn't one of the wilted ones.

      “In memory of my mother,” went to my heart and began to change my attitude. I remembered all the times I'd bought a poinsettia and placed it in the church in memory of my mother. Watering it was an act of love, not a bothersome chore.

      Then, I remembered why the poinsettia is one of the symbols of Christmas. One Christmas Eve in Mexico, a poor little girl gathered weeds on her way to church because she had no gift to give the baby Jesus. The legend has been told that the weeds blossomed into brilliant red flowers. The least I could do was joyfully water these beautiful living symbols of love.

      
        
          Gifts of love are the most valuable.
        

        
          — Jeanette MacMillan
        

      

    

  
    
      December 2

      
      A Star Is Born
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      They weren't the most promising group of actors in the world, but the festive season was fast approaching, and we were aware that many of our young charges in an inner-city children's club had never acted out the true story of Christmas. The leader suggested we make the props, rehearse the pageant, and invite the parents to the gala presentation.

      On rehearsal night, I found myself in a tiny room of the church basement surrounded by a mountain of old bath towels, tangled neckties, and oversized housecoats. Reports of our magnificent production had apparently infiltrated the entire neighborhood because unfamiliar little faces began appearing in the dressing room, all pleading for last minute parts in the performance. Hard pressed to distinguish between stars and stand-ins, I asked a curly headed young fellow who he was supposed to be.

      “I'm a character!” he snapped back, and his subsequent behavior proved him quite right. He was not alone. Aggressive shepherds challenged each other with their crooks, and one of the Wise Men tried to stab his peers with a stray safety pin.

      I kept reassuring myself that should all other aspects of the production fail to earn top ratings, local drama critics would no doubt be impressed on at least one count. An ingenious church usher had rigged up a wire-and-pulley system to transport the glorious star across the darkened sanctuary and bring it to rest over the manger scene in a grand finale to the pageant. As I was about to discover, however, the Deity has a definite edge on mortals when it comes to astronomy.

      The night of the production, in front of a packed house, the organist began to play softly, “O Little Town of Bethlehem.” Lights dimmed, and the narrator began to read. Temporarily forgetting her delicate condition, Mary bounded up the stairs to the stage two at a time, only to be restrained by Joseph's loud admonition, “Slow down, stupid, and wait for me.”

      The innkeeper banged the door in the couple's face, and they retreated to the stable, amid a great deal of crowing and mooing and bleating from the “livestock” backstage.

      The spotlight shifted to the ragged shepherds, keeping watch over their cardboard sheep by night. Suddenly, a troop of angels with halos askew stormed the scene, tripping over bed sheet robes and bumping wings as they jostled for the limelight. The shepherds thundered across the stage to the manger scene, most of them forgetting to gaze in adoration at the infant Jesus and choosing instead to peer out into the darkened sanctuary and wave at their parents.

      Our redeeming hope lay in the visit of the magi, and there they were, coming up the aisle from the back of the church, complete with every bit of the composure and dignity traditionally associated with such men of rank. High overhead, the splendid tinfoil star was starting its long journey across the sanctuary. “Star of wonder, star of night…”

      The scratchy recording of “We Three Kings” was not enhanced by the “squeak, squawk, squeak” of the makeshift clothesline pulley that inched the star along its orbit, a tad jerky, but nevertheless “westward leading, still proceeding.” The Wise Men followed suit, their eyes glued to their guiding light.

      Suddenly the star came to a premature standstill. Instead of going all the way to its appointed place over the stage, it stopped short and began swaying back and forth in one place as if attacked by opposing forces of magnetism. Intrigued by the unexpected turn of events, the wise ones craned their necks this way and that to better observe the strange phenomenon. Then, they ceased their journey altogether. Instead, they decided to turn around in the middle of the aisle and stare up at their guiding light that had ground to a sudden halt so mysteriously.

      The amateur lighting man tried swinging his spotlight along the star's orbit, finally focusing on the source of the problem. A crude splice in the clothesline had refused to negotiate the pulley at the back of the church. The spotlight revealed an embarrassed young usher teetering high up on a rickety stepladder, desperately trying to coax the reluctant star toward its destination with one hand, while waving the magi on with the other.

      Wanting to oblige, but determined not to take their eyes off the star, the Wise Men compromised by walking backward down the aisle. Clutching their gold, frankincense, and myrrh, they tried to steady their cardboard crowns while tripping repeatedly over the tails of their bathrobes.

      It was an arduous journey without benefit of starlight, but eventually they bumped into the foot of the stage and turned around to face the manger scene.

      At this point, Joseph, undaunted by dealing with men of superior station and intellect, instructed them to, “Use the steps, stupid, and make it fast!”

      Peering over their shoulders one last time at the star, the Wise Men plodded reluctantly up the steps to present their gifts. An awkward shepherd placed a bent lamb at the foot of the manger, and angels adjusted precarious halos. Joseph and Mary gazed down at their little offspring with appropriate awe as the organ began to play “Silent Night.” An almost holy hush descended upon the scene.

      Abruptly, a rapid series of squeaks and squawks intruded upon the sacred moment. As if to make up for lost time, the natal star careened across the sanctuary and swung to a magnificent stop right over the baby. There, it hung by one point, its brilliant tin foil reflecting the spotlight and all but blinding those who gazed too steadily upon its glory.

      The Bible tells us that when the Wise Men “saw the star, they rejoiced with exceedingly great joy.” In our case, they jumped up and down, pointing and shouting, “Hooray!”

      I don't know if it was relief or rapture that brought the audience to their feet, whistling and clapping. They lavished such ongoing praise on the entire cast that the lighting man felt compelled to focus the spotlight on the young usher atop his rickety ladder at the back of the church. He responded by taking a self-conscious bow. Curiously, there was nothing irreverent about the moment. If anything, it served to reinforce the fact that the greatest tribute of all belongs to God — the one behind the scenes of our life who redeems our inadequate endeavors. Although, at times, God may seem slow, we can rest assured that He is never late.

      
        — Alma Barkman
      

      A Lesson in Planning

      
        
          So when Mary and Joseph came to present the baby Jesus to the Lord as the law required, Simeon was there. He took the child in his arms and praised God, saying, “Sovereign Lord, now let your servant die in peace, as you have promised. I have seen your salvation, which you have prepared for all people.”
        

        
          LUKE 2:27–31
        

      

      My friend, who is a teacher, is one of those organized planners who start their Christmas shopping the January after Christmas. Less than a week after New Year's Day, I found her packing up a box of Christmas craft kits she had just ordered online. While I was still contemplating my New Year's goal of becoming more organized, she was busy planning Christmas art projects for her students next year. If extreme planning was an Olympic sport, she would have a shelf full of gold medals.

      As for me, I would win the gold for extreme procrastination. Every year, I vow to start my shopping by November and every year, I'm shopping a week before Christmas. One Christmas Eve, my ridiculous procrastination had me scurrying around the mall like a mouse searching for cheese. When I finally returned home, I was so stressed I dipped my hand in one of the Christmas stockings searching for chocolate. Worse still, I cheated myself out of the joy and peace that Christmas has to offer.

      Simeon of the New Testament was a planner. A devout and righteous Jewish man, “he eagerly expected the Messiah to come and rescue Israel.” (Luke 2:26) The Holy Spirit had reassured him he would see the Messiah before he died. Simeon had been planning for years for that day to come. When it finally did, he was so ready he instantly recognized Jesus for who He was — the gift of a Savior sent by God to rescue the world.

      
        
          If we take the time to plan, we'll be able to enjoy the gift of God's perfect plan: Jesus.
        

        
          — Jamie Birr
        

      

    

  
    
      December 3

      
      A Holy Night in Jail
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      It wasn't beginning to look like Christmas, or any other holiday, inside the county jail. Trustees still wore their orange jump suits as they pushed breakfast carts into the pods. The inmates still wore their green pants and orange smocks, and the security officers still thumbed through my Bible to see what was in there.

      Outside, the weather told a different story. The snow had begun to fall about six-thirty that morning — a rare treat for the Portland, Oregon, area. In pod two at the jail, the women's pod, the ladies couldn't see the snow, but they knew it was cold. My husband had agreed to miss church in order to take me over to the jail in his four-wheel-drive truck. “I'll go get some breakfast,” he said. “Call me when you're done.”

      He dropped me off in front of the jail, but even so, I was covered with snow by the time I made it in the front door. Good thing I wore a turtleneck under my blue chaplain shirt. It was chilly in there. I met up with Vergene, one of the ministry leaders, and we went through the various layers of security. As we trudged down the long hallway of the jail, “the spine,” I remembered my first visit inside. Each section of the spine had different colored linoleum so you could identify your location.

      On paper, I was adequately trained for my chaplaincy at the county jail, but there was nothing like experience to teach you the ministry. At master control, I had been given a beeper. “Just press the button if you have trouble with an inmate. We'll get help to you immediately. Be prepared to lie on the floor on your stomach so the responding officers can see the word ‘Chaplain’ on the back of your shirt. They need to be able to separate the sheep from the goats in a hurry.” Great, I thought, a Bible comedian in master control.

      During my first visit, I was the observer while Vergene taught the lesson. Later, we headed back up the spine toward master control. I was still clumsy with the electronics, and I pushed the panic button inadvertently. As it turned out, the spine was lined with loudspeakers and cameras. “Ms. Smith,” a pleasant voice said, “did you activate your security alarm?” Two city blocks away, through the glass doors and windows, I could see the officer who spoke to me. I'd only been in the jail for about an hour, and I nearly had the SWAT team coming to my rescue.

      That December morning, we let ourselves into the administrative office and started filling out the paper work. I showed Vergene my song sheets. “They approved my Christmas carols, so we can take them up this morning and sing a few songs.”

      She nodded, and we filled our bag with New Testaments. Yellow slips of paper and golf pencils were added for the inmates' prayer requests. I located the sheet where we recorded each woman's name and birth date. They received credit at their release hearing if they attended the chaplains' classes. We taught the Bible lessons upstairs in what they called the conference room. Newly arrived inmates started out there, getting their orientation into jail life.

      When all the details were taken care of, Vergene and I bowed our heads and thanked the Lord for the open door He had given us in the jail.

      The deputy in pod two answered the phone and said that we could come up. We waited as master control opened the transparent doors one at a time. Finally, we were inside, and I could hear the deputy announcing over the loudspeaker, “Bible study in the conference room. Come on down if you want to attend Bible study in the conference room.”

      The women began to trickle in, one by one. It was an average-sized class that day — about six. For the inmates, it was a choice between a shower and Bible study. I admired them for making a difficult decision. I glanced out at the rest of the general population who weren't attending our class. Some headed for the showers, while others walked in circles in the small exercise area. Several lined up at the two pay telephones on the wall. If friends or family deposited money in their account, they could buy communication with the outside.

      A young woman named Julie joined our group and sat down in a chair by the door. I had met her once before, and I knew she was mentally ill. When I approached her to put her name on the list, I could tell why she was seated apart from the others. For her, the decision between showering and attending our class had been easy. It was obvious she hadn't bathed for several days.

      When the state closed the mental hospital in our area thirteen years ago, there was no place left for many of society's most vulnerable members. Often, their erratic behavior landed them in jails all over the tri-county area.

      Julie's questions erupted like rapid fire. “Does this class go up till lunch? Will we be here until lunch? What time is lunch?”

      I gave her a New Testament. “That's okay,” she said and handed it back. “I don't need it.”

      When I described the snow to the group, they all fell silent, and I saw more than a few tears. The hardest part of jail was being separated from their children, and they knew how excited their kids would be about the snow.

      “Before we start,” I said, “I thought we'd sing a few Christmas carols.”

      “That's right, we've only got seventeen shopping days until Christmas,” Rita called out. We all laughed.

      “Can we sing ‘O Holy Night’?” Julie asked in a loud voice.

      The laughter stopped abruptly, and we all stared at her.

      “I want to sing ‘O Holy Night.’”

      Glancing quickly at Vergene, I nodded and began to sing, but Julie interrupted me. “That's too high. It's got to be lower.”

      The others snickered. They had been coping with Julie for several days. Mentally ill inmates were usually at the bottom of the quickly established pecking order.

      “Okay,” I said. “You choose a key.”

      As she began to sing, not only the women in the class stared in amazement, but I could see most of the others outside in the pod turn to listen. Julie sang out strong in a lovely, low contralto voice, and she knew every word. “Till He appeared and the soul felt its worth…”

      She gazed out ahead of her, fixing her eyes on something the rest of us couldn't see. “Fall on your knees! O hear the angel voices!”

      Julie had a history of hearing inner voices, but that morning in pod two she seemed to be listening to the voice of her Shepherd as she sang about the night He was born. He had obviously shown her the value of her soul.

      A holy silence lingered in the conference room as her final notes trailed away. In this cold, steel-barred institution with color-coded linoleum, we had been visited by the powerful story of our Savior. Like the Magi, Julie had offered a gift to the Lord — and delivered it with love.

      
        — Molly Smith
      

      Christmas Canceled

      
        
          The Lord will guide you continually, giving you water when you are dry and restoring your strength.
        

        
          You will be like a well-watered garden, like an ever-flowing spring.
        

        
          ISAIAH 58:11
        

      

      I held back my tears that Christmas morning, determined to listen contentedly as Jesus spoke to me. I was home alone, having been widowed three years earlier. My husband's elderly parents couldn't handle the loss or provide any comfort for me; their lives had been ravaged by Alzheimer's disease.

      I had planned to spend Christmas with my son and his wife. They had recently moved to a city three hour's drive from me, but the snow had come in merciless waves, burying our area in several feet of white. The snowplows couldn't keep up. Although I longed to be with family for Christmas, Jesus burdened my heart against traveling. The kids were disappointed. Staring through misty eyes at my Christmas tree, I recalled holidays past, when all of us gathered together. It would never happen again. Life seemed dark and dry.

      As I bowed my head to receive the Lord's guidance, I sensed Him prompting me to prepare for the trip. Was I hearing correctly? Fresh snow had fallen overnight, and the clouds looked threatening. Would traveling be wise? A second prompt convinced me. I jumped to my feet and began packing. As I finished, the sun emerged to show itself for the first time in days, and the snow started melting.

      I called my son quickly to say I was on the way. Unrestrained laughter revealed his delight that God had freed me to come. The roads were cleared, and the sun shone majestically for much of the trip. I praised God for His guidance.

      When I arrived, my son and his wife couldn't have been happier to see me. They were newlyweds, just transferred to a new city and living in a new home sadly absent of furniture. They had just discovered their first child was on the way. The kids were overwhelmed and frightened.

      Jesus gave me the words to comfort them: testimonies of His faithfulness. Peace filled their home, as they drank in refreshing truths. Meanwhile ceaseless snow continued outside.

      Three days later, Jesus prompted me to leave. Once again, I traveled in sunshine, this time rejoicing in the refreshment God had brought to both me and my family.

      
        
          Thank God for His guidance and His refreshment; so abundant, it overflows to others.
        

        
          — Laura L. Bradford
        

      

    

  
    
      December 4

      
      A Change of Perspective

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      My stepfather was a good man in spite of the fact that he didn't believe in educating girls. On this subject, he was adamant. “All a girl does with her life is get married and have babies. You don't need an education for that.” He added that if I went to high school, I'd have to pay my own way. I looked to my mother for support since her parents had forced her to drop out once she finished eighth grade. However, she was a quiet and submissive woman, and she expressed no opinion. Even without her encouragement, I was determined to continue my education.
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