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Christmas Miracle

Don’t believe in miracles — depend on them.

~Laurence J. Peter

Snow falls as I write, and the white-shrouded world reminds me of another December, eighteen years ago, when I received a much-needed reminder of the miracle of Christmas.

Our fourth son had arrived three months earlier. Sam was born with a congenital diaphragmatic hernia (CDH). A hole had formed in his diaphragm during gestation, allowing his stomach and intestines to move into his chest cavity, crowding his heart and lungs. In Sam’s case, this prevented his left lung from developing.

When he was three days old, he underwent surgery to repair the hole in his diaphragm. After a three-week stay in the neonatal intensive care unit at Sacred Heart, we brought him home. He needed no medication or supplemental oxygen, nursed enthusiastically, and had none of the dreaded complications or additional health problems common with CDH.

He also had only one lung.

He did have bits of tissue where his left lung would have grown, and doctors told us that lungs continue to grow into a child’s early teens. Even if that didn’t happen for Sam, we were assured it’s possible to live with one lung.

But I worried.

Night after night, I sat vigil on the floor next to his cradle, watching his chest rise and fall, counting his respiration rate, often dozing off with my hand on his chest.

Exhausted, I did my best to care for his three older brothers — ages ten, eight and five. When December dawned, I decorated and baked in a fog of fatigue.

We reached a milestone on December twenty-third — Sam’s final post-op visit. Snow fell heavily as I packaged a plate of Christmas cookies for the surgeon’s office.

Each visit began with a series of chest X-rays, and I’d grown adept at deciphering the shadowy shapes in my son’s chest cavity.

Dr. Holland moved his stethoscope over Sam’s chest, listening intently while my baby grabbed his hair and blew spit bubbles. Scratching his head, Dr. Holland stood, and then once again bent over Sam, listening, and then listening some more.

Then he tickled Sam’s three chins and turned to scrutinize the latest X-rays while I wrestled the baby back into his winter layers and waited for the surgeon to speak.

But he didn’t say a word. Instead, he let out a low whistle, peering at the images. Running his fingers through his hair, he whistled again, and then said, “Cindy, I’d like you to take a look at these.”

And my heart sank.

This was it — the moment I’d dreaded since the hours following Sam’s diagnosis. The moment when I’d learn the nightmare hadn’t ended. The other shoe had dropped, and I didn’t know if I could bear it.

Seeing my stricken face, Dr. Holland beckoned me closer.

“What’s that?” he asked, pointing to the image.

“That’s Sam’s right lung,” I answered.

He nodded and pointed to the other side of the image.

“And what’s that?”

“That’s Sam’s left lung,” I replied dutifully.

Silence. Apparently, lack of sleep was making me hallucinate.

“Except he doesn’t have a left lung,” I mumbled.

“He didn’t,” Dr. Holland agreed. “But he does now.”

He traced the outline with his finger. “A fully functioning left lung.”

And the surgeon beamed.

I clutched Sam and sank down into a chair, tears falling and dampening his downy blond head like melting snowflakes.

“I don’t understand. Is this a miracle?”

Still smiling, Dr. Holland shrugged. “We don’t like to use that word, but I’ve honestly never seen anything like this before.”

Dazed, I left his office, trying to process the news.

That night as usual, I sat at Sam’s cradle feeling his lungs (lungs!) expand, watching my hand on his chest rise and fall. The clock ticked its way to Christmas Eve, and I finally climbed into bed where, for the first time since Sam’s birth, I slept — truly slept.

Today, at some point, my six-foot-one-inch baby boy will bend down and wrap his arms around me. I’ll lay my head on his chest and feel it rise and fall, grateful for the reminder.

Christmas has always been about miracles.

— Cindy Hval —
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A Light in Darkness

What we have once enjoyed deeply we can never lose. All that we love deeply becomes a part of us.

~Helen Keller

I had begun to dread it shortly after my husband died in a boating accident — the first Christmas without him. He loved Christmas and everything about it — the lights, the decorations, the music…. And after our daughter was born, he especially loved spoiling her and sharing her excitement. How was I supposed to enjoy Christmas when all it would do is remind me that he wasn’t here to share it?

As the months went by, Christmas went from a vague dread to a very real pain. On ordinary days, I could convince myself that Derek was just off fishing or with friends. But on special days — days he wouldn’t have missed for the world — his absence loomed large. I had made it through our little girl’s third birthday, only two months after the accident, by having it at Chuck E. Cheese’s, where all the details were taken care of. Easter, Halloween and my own birthday went by in a blur as I went through the motions and tried to ignore the dark, empty space where he should have been. None of these days was easy, but each was only a stepping stone to the holiday Derek loved most.

My daughter was only three that Christmas, so there was no skipping it, as much as I wanted to just hide until it was over. I braced myself to find a way to get through. Christmas at our house had always begun right after Halloween, when I’d have to convince Derek that it was too early to put up Christmas decorations. Instead, we’d plan what we wanted to put up and what gifts and decorations we wanted to buy, and then, finally, on the day after Thanksgiving, he could pull out the Christmas boxes and go wild.

Now, I dreaded pulling out those boxes. I just couldn’t imagine Christmas without him, so I decided to find a way to keep him a part of our Christmas. I bought a gift “for Derek” to put under the tree — something he would have wanted but that we could use as a family. Then I ordered a memorial ornament that we could hang on the tree every year. Including him did seem to help, as did concentrating on making the holiday special for my little girl, which kept my mind on other things for a short time. It wasn’t always easy — I allowed myself time to feel sorry for myself and miss him — but for the most part, I was doing well. Until it came time to put up the tree.

So much about tree decorating brought him to mind — the ornaments we bought together, the angel topper he picked out, disagreements over the red bows I loved so much and he hated. And my favorite part… sitting together on the couch admiring our work with only the tree lights on. As I set about the task with a heavy heart, I felt the weight of his loss. We always strung the lights on the tree so that each strand went from the top to the bottom. We used three stands — one that stayed lit and two that blinked. That way, when the two strands blinked, there was never a totally dark section on the tree. Dutifully, I put up the three strands and plugged them in. One of the strands didn’t light. I’d forgotten to test them! I couldn’t believe it… It felt like a huge failure, like I just couldn’t do this without him. The weight of my grief consumed me, and it seemed to represent not just this moment, but how inadequate I felt to do any of this alone. Suddenly, the years of life without him stretched endlessly before me, and I felt hopeless.

As I sat feeling overwhelmed by it all, I noticed something. I couldn’t tell that a string of lights on the tree was out. The two working strings shone brightly, leaving the dark strand in the shadows. I couldn’t tell anything was missing. The two strands were doing the job, despite the third strand being out. It seemed like a metaphor for our family. I couldn’t see the dark strand, but it was there — just as much there as the two lit strands. And all at once I felt like the three of us would always be a family, even if only two of us still shined. It was a sign that, although I couldn’t see him any longer, my husband would always be a part of my life and our daughter’s. I left that dark strand there, and when I missed my husband, I would look at the tree and remember that, like that dark strand of lights, he was still there — in my heart, in my memories, and in our daughter.

It has been fifteen years since we lost Derek, but I’ve never forgotten the lesson of that one string of lights. I still believe that it was no accident. I rarely tell this story — it seems a bit ridiculous to read so much into a single strand of burned-out Christmas lights — but that moment was a turning point for me. It reminded me that God allows pain, but never fails to stay with us during the course of it. Not only can He send signs, but He can send them in something as innocuous as a string of lights, if only we are open to see them.

— Rozanne Hill —
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St. Nick’s Deli

There are two ways of spreading light: to be the candle or the mirror that reflects it.

~Edith Wharton

On Christmas Eve, when most people set aside a plate of cookies for Santa Claus, we have a different tradition. We make him a nice bologna-and-cheese sandwich. For our boys, it means they get to leave something special for old St. Nick. For my wife and me, it is a tradition that dates back to our first Christmas together and reminds us that the true spirit of the holidays is found in the simplest of miracles.

It all started on Christmas Eve 1982. Sharon and I had recently moved to Colorado and were spending our first holiday away from family and friends. We were living in an old motel outside of Denver.

Snow started falling lightly on Christmas Eve morning. The prospect of a white Christmas brightened our spirits. We went to the Cinderella City mall for some last-minute shopping. When we emerged with our packages, we were greeted by a raging blizzard. Luckily, we were able to catch the final bus home. It was snowing so furiously that the driver had to stop every block to clear off the windshield. Darkness had fallen by the time we reached our motel.

Once inside, we realized that we had forgotten to get food for our Christmas dinner. Once again, we bundled up and ventured into the stormy night, hoping to find a store not closed for the holiday or by the snowstorm.

Outside, the night was an incredible fury of snowflakes and howling wind, obliterating all but the faint glow of street lamps and Christmas decorations. The roads were deserted except for the cars buried in the mounting snowdrifts. Chilled to the bone by the bitter wind, we had all but given up hope when we rounded a corner to see a deli shop owner turning off his lights and closing up the store. When we drew closer, we realized he was dressed in a Santa suit, beard and all! As we approached, he called out “Merry Christmas!” and explained he was off to surprise his grandkids.

We explained our plight, but he shook his head and told us that the storm had completely emptied the shelves. Then he thought for a moment, invited us inside, and led us to a back room where he had a small fridge. Inside were two big hunks of bologna and cheese, which he placed in a sack, along with a loaf of bread, a bag of pistachio nuts, and a bottle of ginger ale. We laughed when he quipped, “Santa’s favorite snack,” and patted his big, round belly.

He accepted only our heartfelt thanks and gave us each a warm hug. Once outside, he reached into his pocket, handing us each a candy cane. With a hearty laugh, he wished us “Merry Christmas” once again and disappeared into the night.

That night, as we feasted on bologna, cheese and pistachio nuts, we marveled at the Christmas gift the kind store owner had bestowed upon us, for when we walked back into the night and he had faded into the storm, we realized we had never gotten his name. It was when we turned around to see the name of the deli that we realized we had experienced a touch of Christmas magic. The name of the deli was Nick’s Place. To this day, our family shares this story around the Christmas tree to remind each other that it is indeed the wonder-filled moments that bring treasured meaning to the miracle that is Christmas.

— Michael J. Schlagle —
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Three Christmas Miracles

Where there is great love, there are always miracles.

~Willa Cather

I gazed into David’s eyes as he squeezed my hand and mouthed the words, “It will be okay. I love you.”

How? How could it be okay? Nurses and doctors swirled around us as I attempted to understand how the events of the day could have brought us here. In the frantic scramble to save my husband, bags of blood and drugs pumped their life-sustaining fluids through what looked like miles of tubes connected to his still body. I gave him a gentle kiss on his forehead as they wheeled him away and watched him disappear through the double doors for emergency surgery.

The surgeon said that even if he survived the night, I should not expect him to walk again. In a daze, I stumbled into the hospital chapel and dropped to my knees to pray for a miracle.

Six months earlier, we had stood together in our little Mennonite church, surrounded by friends and family as we exchanged our marriage vows. Many told us we were too young to get married, but young love often overrules common sense. So, at nineteen and twenty-one, we promised to love one another in sickness and health, not having any idea of how soon that vow would be challenged.

December 23, 1977. With only two days left until Christmas, David had spent the day taking full advantage of his dad’s woodshop to build frames filled with wedding pictures as our holiday gift to family. Money was tight, and those handcrafted reminders of our recent “happy day” would be all we could offer our loved ones on Christmas morning.

At home, I finished up chores and waited for David to come. My family had chosen to celebrate Christmas a few days early on my dad’s birthday — a double celebration before my sister’s family took off for the holidays. A big dinner followed by gifts was what I expected for the evening, but as the clock ticked away the minutes, I paced back and forth in our little rental house. I was excited to spend time with my family, but anxious that David was so late. Where was he?

Finally, I gave in and dialed the phone number for my in-laws’ home. It rang and rang. Dave must be in the shop and can’t hear it, I thought. A few minutes later, I dialed again. After a few rings, a strange man’s voice answered.

“May I speak to David, please?” I asked, wondering who this man was.

“No!” was the reply. Click. He hung up.

My hands were shaking as I dialed the number for the third time. The unknown man answered again.

“I must speak to David. I am his wife.” The words were strong, but inside I was weak and scared.

After what seemed like forever, the man’s response made my heart stop. “You must go to the emergency room at once! There has been an accident.”

I don’t remember how I ended up in the car with my dad. I must have called him to come and get me. I must have told the emergency-room clerk my name. They must have led me to David’s side. But what I remember was that gurney taking him away and the hard chapel floor as I kneeled to plead with God to spare his life.

As family and friends arrived at the hospital, the story emerged gradually. A younger brother with emotional, drug-fueled anger. An older brother trying to set an example of how to walk the straight road — or else. A loaded rifle. A hard metal bullet. A moment and a choice that ended with my husband on the shop floor, blood spilling out his side. A tearful final exchange between brothers that resulted in words of forgiveness. An ambulance with medics rushing to stabilize the lifeless man. Police taking notes and shaking their heads as they led the brother away. A mother lying in a hospital bed, sedated and oblivious to the events of the evening, having suffered an emotional breakdown earlier that week from the stress of dealing with a cherished child under the spell of drugs. A tearful father unable to process what had just happened — his hands wringing, his heart breaking. A dying man, lying on the cold, hard concrete, surrounded by blood and encircled in white light. A peaceful voice whispering, “It’s not your time.”

We waited six long, agonizing hours. We were so tired as we slumped in the stiff waiting-room chairs, but no one slept. We just sat with dazed faces and blank stares. The surgeon finally returned. The bullet had torn a path side-to-side through David’s mid-section, hitting the spine and grazing the spinal cord, shattering a rib, and blowing out a kidney along the way. He had severe blood loss and paralysis in his lower extremities. But he was alive. Thank you, God! We would handle the rest later. He was alive! That’s what mattered.

It was now Christmas Eve. Just as the wise men brought three gifts to honor the birth of the Christ child, so God blessed us with three Christmas miracles that year. First was the miracle of forgiveness between David and his brother. Immediate. Powerful. Unexplainable and unconditional. The second was the miracle of life that baffled even the surgeon as David not only survived, but walked out of the hospital ten days later despite the severity of his injuries. The last was the miracle of giving, as our little church family blessed us with a monetary gift on Christmas morning to help ease the burden of hospital expenses.

It has now been forty years, but every year at Christmas, as we decorate the tree and wrap the presents together, I reflect back to that moment when the best gift was not wrapped in paper and bows. It was wrapped in the miracle of forgiveness, the joy of life and the power of love.

— Connie Nice —
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To Sandy, Love Mom

Christmas magic is silent. You don’t hear it — you feel it, you know it, you believe it.

~Kevin Alan Miline

I sat at the dining room table, carefully sorting through the plastic bin full of cheery Christmas bags and festive tissue paper. Any bag that had a slight wrinkle or tear went into the donation pile for my son’s upcoming Holiday Gift Shop at school. Local vendors would fill our elementary school’s gymnasium the next day, offering discounted gifts for more than 900 students to buy for their loved ones. My kindergarten son was thrilled to participate and was already making his shopping list: Mommy and Daddy, baby sister, grandparents.

I had decided to donate used gift bags, tissue paper, and wrapping paper to the Holiday Gift Shop’s wrapping station as a way to clear out clutter and do a good deed at the same time. My donation pile was growing bigger by the minute. Suddenly, I came across a large gift bag decorated with gaudy teapot houses and gold teddy bears. Various flowers adorned the border and peeked out among the bears and teapot houses. Despite its ugliness, I paused and felt the familiar tug of grief constrict my heart. My grandma had given my dad a gift in this bag for Christmas years ago. It still had the tag attached that read, “To Sandy, Love Mom.”

I touched the silly bag and thought about how long I had kept it. Why was I holding onto it? My grandma had passed away five years earlier. I had plenty of things from her, including wonderful memories and keepsakes. So why hold onto this ugly bag? That clinched it for me. I tore off the tag and added the bag to the donation pile. Grandma would want it put to good use rather than stuffed in a tote never to be used again.

The next day, my son and I dropped everything off at school. The huge gymnasium had been transformed into a winter wonderland lined with vendor tables decorated with cheerful Santas and glittery snowflakes. The Holiday Gift Shop leader enthusiastically received our donations.

“Thank you so much! We always need gift bags and wrapping paper for the kids’ gifts. It makes it so much more special for them.” I walked away feeling merry, but my heart still pinched a little at the thought of giving away my grandma’s gift bag.

I made sure my son had everything he needed for the Holiday Gift Shop. He had his checklist of names, money, and a fifth-grade helper who would help him choose gifts and count his money. After school, I picked up my son and saw he was carrying a huge bag filled with smaller gift bags and gaily wrapped presents. He couldn’t wait to show me his treasures.

As I looked through his bag, I saw a large gift bag decorated with gaudy teapot houses and gold teddy bears. Various flowers adorned the border and peeked out among the bears and teapot houses. My breath caught in my chest. I pointed to the ugly bag and said, “Whose gift is in that bag?” My son beamed with pride and said, “That’s Papaw’s gift!” Tears welled in my eyes as I started laughing, shaking my head at the coincidence. My grandma’s gift bag had come full circle, once again containing a gift for my dad, my son’s Papaw.

I know my grandma was there with her great-grandson that day at the Holiday Gift Shop while he carefully chose a special gift for his Papaw, her Sandy. And I know she made sure my dad’s gift went into the most special bag of all. After my son gave his gift to my dad, I told the story, and we all laughed and cried together. Now the bag is safely displayed in my dad’s workshop, never to be given away again. The ugly teapot houses and gold teddy bears are here to stay, but this time with a special story that was created together by my grandma and her great-grandson.

— Candace Thompson —
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My Name Is Sara

One person can make a difference, and everyone should try.

~John F. Kennedy

It is Christmas Eve, and I am wearing a safety harness so my team can attach me to the fifth-floor balcony. My job is to convince a young girl not to jump.

“Hi, my name is Alex.”

She appears not to hear. If she is as cold as I think she is, her sense of perception is going to be off. She might slip.

I want to get her attention before we both freeze. It is the type of cold where your lips start stammering and you can’t get them to stop.

“What’s your name?” No response. “Oh, I almost forgot, look what I have in my pocket.”

I hand her a new pair of gloves and a hat. Not really a girlie colour, but warm. I usually purchase several sets at dollar stores just in case. She has no socks, a thin summer coat and very thin pants. All are worn but clean.

She looks at the hat and gloves… just looks. Then she reaches out ever so slowly and says, “Thank you.”

It’s a start.

She tucks her hair under the hat and says, “Sara. My name is Sara.” Her name is like a whisper, like she doesn’t matter.

“Thanks, Sara.” Now we can have a conversation.

“Am I in trouble for being here?” she asks.

“No, but we all want you to be safe.”

“I don’t want to be safe,” she says, still not making eye contact. “I’m too tired of trying.”

I ask what she was trying to do.

“I work, buy my own food and clothes, and look after my mom when she can’t get up. My parents don’t know I exist except when they take my money and I’m left with nothing. Girls at school make fun of me because I don’t have the right clothes or lunch. I’m doing my best, but I have no one to help me.”

In my earpiece, I am getting information that Sara’s parents have been located. They are passed out at the kitchen table, and the only room in the home that is clean is Sara’s.

“I should have been thrown away when I was born. No one wanted me.”

I’ve heard this before, but my heart will never accept the treatment some children have to endure. Sara is fourteen and exhausted from trying to pretend her life is normal. She has never had a family dinner, clean clothes, lunchbox notes, homemade cookies or Christmas treats. She had never experienced any of it.

She says it again. “I’m a throwaway. No one ever wanted me. No one has ever said, ‘Good work,’ or ‘Great job.’ I don’t want to be here anymore.”

“I have a small problem with that, Sara. If you don’t want to be here anymore, would you like to give me the kitten you have in your coat so it doesn’t get hurt?”

She looks at me like I have just done a magic trick. She leans forward and whispers, “How did you know?”

“Well, she has been wiggling for a while. Can I see her?”

She takes out the kitten, and I see that she is wrapped in Sara’s very thin mittens.

I say, “Sara, you are looking after a kitten!”

“She was thrown away, too.” Now comes the anger and crying.

“She was in a Dumpster, hungry and cold. I took her and pretended it was my Christmas gift. But I can’t even feed myself. How am I going to look after little Sammy?”

It is definitely a time for Christmas magic and miracles. Sara decides not to jump, and she and Sammy are placed in a foster home together. Sammy waits for Sara every day after school on her favourite chair.

Three years later, I see Sara again. I am invited to her high-school graduation. Sara’s valedictorian speech is spectacular. Her foster mom and I could not be prouder. Sara gives me a huge bag of cookies she made herself and says, “My name is Sara, and I want to thank you.”

— AJ Sandra Principe —
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Christmas Lilly

Compassion brings us to a stop, and for a moment we rise above ourselves.

~Mason Cooley

Everyone has heard the saying that life is what happens while we’re making other plans. In our case, it proved to be true. My daughter crawled out of bed one cold December morning, kissed her husband, confirmed their future reservations for New Year’s Eve with friends, and went to work like any other day. By sundown, she’d made a decision that would change all of our lives… forever.

I remember the phone call well. With Christmas only a week away, she’d been busier than usual at work, a treatment center for troubled teens. So I was surprised when she called me in the middle of the afternoon from Walmart.

“Mom, I have to make the decision tonight,” she said.

“Tonight?” I tried to hide my concern. She’d often hinted that I worried too much, but then my dear daughter had never been a mother.

Recently, however, she’d been mentoring a young, single mother who was now asking my daughter to keep her baby over Christmas. Until now, I’d been completely supportive, but this latest development baffled me. “Isn’t this a bit… risky?” I asked.

“Risky? Seriously, Mom, you should come to work with me one day. On second thought, bad idea.”

She’d never been afraid of a challenge, that’s for sure. But this? This felt different.

“I think I can handle a baby for a couple of weeks.”

“Of course. You’re great with kids.” That wasn’t what concerned me. “But what if someone all pumped up on drugs or something comes banging on your door?”

“Well, fortunately, I have a relationship with both DHS and the police if trouble comes knocking. Don’t worry. It’s only until a spot opens up for her and the baby at the unwed mothers’ home.”

“I still don’t understand why her older brother is willing to let her stay with him, but not her baby. Do you think she’s giving you the whole story, honey? And are you sure she’s been accepted into…”

“Slow down,” my daughter interjected. “I spoke with both her brother and the program director. The brother is sharp. His place is tiny. Honestly, they probably have a better shot at reconciliation without a baby around.”

“And the program?”

“Both baby and mother are guaranteed residency at the end of the month. It’s an excellent facility. If anyone can help her succeed, they can. Everything will be fine.”

Fine, she’d said. An optimist by nature, my daughter had also become a realist as a result of her profession. She knew the risks. I had to trust her. And God knows I wanted that baby to be safe and warm while the young mother tried to work things out with the only family member willing to help.

Still, I couldn’t help but be concerned for my own daughter. The mother had run with a pretty rough crowd. And what if she didn’t follow through? Suppose she took off — then what?

“What does your gut tell you, honey?” I asked finally.

“I believe she loves her baby the best way she knows how. I also believe she can learn the skills to become a responsible parent if she wants to.”

I admired my daughter’s courage and compassion and was proud of her, in spite of my concerns.

“Sounds like your decision has already been made. What does your husband think about having a little one around for Christmas?”

“I’m not sure.” She hesitated. “We haven’t had time to talk yet.”

Had I just heard my daughter correctly? For the second time in fifteen minutes, I was speechless.

“Mom? You there?” she asked. I could almost feel her eyes rolling. “It’s not like I’m keeping anything from him. Someone has to do something, and apparently that someone is me.”

My daughter and her husband had always talked about having children, but so far their only family walked on four furry feet — two dogs and a cat. I thought my beloved son-in-law would be okay with his wife bringing home a child for a day or two, but two weeks?

“Mom, this is happening so fast. I texted him earlier with as much info as I knew at the time. I told him we needed to discuss something really important, and I asked that he please not say ‘no.’ ” Her voice choked. “At least, not tonight.”

I wanted to reach through the phone and hold her — my brave, sweet, and fiercely independent girl. She’d always been respectful of her husband’s opinions, even when they differed. I heard the dilemma in her voice.

“I understand, honey. Dad and I are behind you both.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

I thought our conversation had come to a close, but there was more.

“Mom? I have to tell you something else. I guess I have made a decision, as much as is up to me anyway, but not just for the reasons we’ve discussed. Something happened today. Here, of all places.” I could hear the emotion in her voice. “For the first time in my life, I stood in a shoe department completely bewildered.”

That was something. My daughter loved shoes, and shopping for them had always been cathartic for her. I almost chuckled.

“I held these two little boxes of shoes but had no idea what to buy. Mary Janes? Sneakers? High-tops? So many selections. Even more confusing was the range of sizes. All I know is that her little toes nearly ruptured the pair she has now,” she continued. “And the price tag, wow! With Christmas coming, our budget has already been stretched. I seriously began to question if I was doing the right thing. I started thinking, What if? And then I heard a voice say, What if you are buying shoes for your daughter? Mom, the voice wasn’t audible, but the words were clear as day. And, suddenly, so was my decision.” She sobbed. “I knew exactly what I was supposed to do.”

Tears spilled from my eyes. I took a deep breath and straightened my shoulders. How could I have ever let fear and doubt question my daughter’s willingness to be the hands and feet of Jesus? Especially at Christmas. “Lord, please forgive my unbelief,” I prayed.

I, too, knew what my daughter and son-in-law would be doing that cold December night. They’d be making room at the inn… for Lilly. And now, my precious granddaughter Lilly is five, and Christmas is her favorite time of year. In fact, she starts planning for it in October, asking me when I’m coming to visit. Somehow, I think she remembers….

— Julia M. Toto —
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Murl’s Miraculous Nativity

What matters most is how well you walk through the fire.

~Charles Bukowski

The first Christmas spent with my future in-laws, I noticed a unique and spectacular nativity set on the mantel above their fireplace. When asked about it, my future mother-in-law told how she had handcrafted it in a ceramics class. It was beautiful, and I could tell that it held special meaning for her. When I inquired more about it, she responded with a short explanation. “Working on that set gave me hours of time to pray through some challenging situations in my life.”

Later, I learned that she and a good friend had taken the ceramics class together. Instead of picking a simple “first attempt” type of project, Murl had chosen the large thirteen-piece nativity, which she decided to finish in a complex, multilayered glaze design that created a stunning modern-art effect. It was truly eye-catching.

Over the years, various Christmas tree and stocking styles came and went from my in-laws’ Advent décor, but that nativity set remained the standard feature. The holiday decorating was not complete until the entire set, including the floating angel that was secured above the display on a strategically placed nail, was in its place on the mantel. The individual pieces were large enough to fill the five-foot-long mantel, and they were always arranged in the same order. Mary and Joseph, looking lovingly at the baby Jesus lying in the manger, were placed in the center. The wise men and camels were set on one side of the Holy Family, while the shepherd, sheep, cow, and donkey were on the other.

As the years went on, I knew that each time Murl looked at that nativity, she saw more than an artistic portrayal of a beloved story; she saw her answered prayers.

On June 11, 2013, nearly 500 families lost their homes in the Black Forest Fire. Our little cabin in the woods and the retirement home of my in-laws on the lot next door were included in that loss.

Fortunately, we were able to get computers and photo albums out ahead of the fire, but Ray and Murl had evacuated without grabbing more than essentials — imagining they would be returning home shortly. We were especially glad to have had those computers with the photo files, which we had used to create a slide show several years back when we had celebrated their fiftieth wedding anniversary. As a result, we were able to replace some of their wedding and family photos, and we set them around their bedroom and living space at the rental house just a few weeks after the fire.

We invited just a few close friends over to celebrate Ray and Murl’s fifty-seventh anniversary with us while we figured out how we should move forward after such a devastating loss. Some of those who joined us that evening had also lost their homes in the fire. It had been several days since we had been allowed to return to the burn zone to attempt to retrieve any surviving items. The fire had burned fastest and hottest through the area where we lived, and there wasn’t much left in the ash heaps where our homes had been. The children used wood and wire-mesh frames constructed by local Boy Scout troops to sift through the debris. Each day, they brought back what they found. A portion of a singed page to a beloved children’s storybook, the contemporary-art-looking shape of melted aluminum that had been a hub cap, and a ceramic teapot were some of their treasured finds.

Ceramic and fired-clay items were the most recognizable articles in the box in the garage where they stored their collection. A few of the pieces they had found were in an alcove at the entryway and were noticed by one of the other fire “survivors” who came by to celebrate Ray and Murl’s anniversary with us that day.

“Look at the baby Jesus from your nativity set!” my friend Susan exclaimed, turning over the blackened figurine in her fingers. “Our nephew found the lamb of our Precious Moments nativity set in the rubble, too. Isn’t it just like a breath of hope to have found those tiny pieces?”

Murl walked into the room just then and piped up enthusiastically, “Well, you will never believe what the grandchildren found in the rubble at our house — all thirteen pieces of my nativity! I don’t know how none of the pieces broke, since it was in the attic above the garage when the house burned down. How do you think that happened?”

No one had an answer for how every piece of the large nativity set could possibly have survived all that when so little else was recognizable. Each piece was easily identifiable and laid out on a shelf in the garage, looking like dirty, unfired ceramic pieces. The beautiful glaze was gone, but the entire set was complete.

Murl smiled over the soot-stained pieces and said, “I have no idea what I’ll do with them, but I’m glad to have them.”

The coming year was filled with dealing with insurance and construction issues, and the nativity and other rescued items went out of mind. When Christmas came, the treasured nativity was not on the mantel for the first time in over thirty years. Although it seemed like a small thing in the midst of everything we were dealing with, I made a mental note to remember to look for a ceramics shop that could restore the set before the following Christmas.

A year after the fire my in-laws moved into their new home on the old lot. At first, there was a lot of joy and excitement as new furniture and furnishings were being picked out. However, shortly after the move, Murl began to decline. Her chronic back issues seemed to intensify, and then she was hospitalized several times while they tried to figure out how to treat her symptoms. Over Thanksgiving, she took a turn for the worse. After an extended hospital stay, she moved into rehab. We took turns staying with her, and she seemed to be losing the will to live.

Out of the blue, I remembered the nativity set and decided to set out in earnest to find a ceramics shop. I called Paint & Fire Pottery, which I found online, and explained the situation.

“Bring in the set, and I’ll have a look at it,” said Brenda, one of the shop owners. “I cannot make any promises as I’ve never had such a request before, but I’ll see what we can do.”

I brought in the set that evening; Brenda examined each piece carefully.

“Well,” she said thoughtfully, “they are actually in a lot better condition than I had expected. If you are willing to allow us to attempt to clean them up, re-glaze and fire them again, I’ll give it a go. No guarantees, of course. We just can’t tell how delicate the ceramic may be after all it’s been through. And there is a slight crack on the back of the Joseph figure. It may break down all together, but there is also a possibility that the new glaze will act like a glue once it’s fired again.”

“How much will it cost?” I asked.

“I’ll do it for $100,” came her reply.

That seemed like a bargain to me, and I left all the pieces there and gave them my phone number.

A few days later, I received a call from the ceramics shop.

“I’ve invited a friend to help me with the restoration project, and we’ve been brushing and scrubbing all these pieces. They look like new, and we are ready for you to pick out a glaze.”

I was excited to head back to the shop and stunned to see how the figures had been transformed — solid white and looking as crisp as the ready-to-go figurines on the shelves. I couldn’t believe these were the same black and singed items I had brought in. The hairline crack in the back of Joseph, my mother-in-law’s carefully etched M-U-R-L, and year she had inscribed at the bottom of some of the larger pieces were proof that they were one and the same.

The shop owner had never heard of the multi-layered glaze I described, so I chose a speckled brown glaze that I hoped would give a similar effect. She told me that it would take another week for the project to be completed, and I was getting excited about the prospect of my mother-in-law having her treasured nativity by Christmas.

When I went to pick up the set, I couldn’t have been more delighted! It looked brand-new, and even the delicate Joseph had survived the restoration process.

Knowing that two people had worked so hard on the whole project, I asked, “How much do I owe you? I know it must have taken more time than you originally anticipated.”

“We’d really like to donate our services to this project,” the shop owner stated. “It was a pleasure to work on that beautiful set, and we think this is a wonderful thing you are doing for your mother-in-law.”

Tears were in all our eyes, but I insisted that they at least accept the originally quoted $100.

“I think this will be a perfect Christmas gift for her this year,” I said. “Thank you so much for all you did to make it happen.”

Once each piece was carefully packed in bubble wrap, I hurried to Murl’s room at the rehabilitation center. I noticed a box of white Christmas lights in the back of the car and decided that they would add a perfect touch to the surprise.

Entering her room quietly, since the lights were dimmed, I made my way to her bed and saw that she was asleep. I unwrapped every piece and arranged them in the familiar pattern on the counter next to her bed, interlacing the string of lights around the bases of the figures so they would be illuminated with a soft glow. Just as I plugged in the twinkle strand, Murl began to stir.

“That is so beautiful,” she whispered. “Where did you find that nativity set?”

“It’s your nativity set,” I explained. “I found a ceramics shop that was able to restore it.”

Tears welled up in her eyes, and a few trickled down her cheeks. “My nativity? Restored? It looks the same — but different, too.”

She was a little groggy, but I could tell she was cognizant and understood what I was saying.

“Yes,” I replied. “The same set.”

I shared with her all about the cleaning, how I couldn’t find the same glaze, and how the ladies had worked so hard to clean and brush each figure down to the raw greenware. She listened intently.

“It’s like a Christmas miracle,” she said softly. “It came through the fire different, but still beautiful.”

“Just like you,” I said.

She looked at me intently and said, “Beauty for ashes…”

The joy of the restored nativity set notably lifted her spirits. She told each doctor, nurse, and attendant about it over the rest of her stay at the rehab. She was released to go home shortly after the New Year, and I carefully packed up the nativity and took it home. For the past three years, it has been displayed on the new mantel above the fireplace in the familiar pattern, and a nail for the angel is permanently wedged between stones in the fireplace in the perfect spot for it to hang over the display for the holidays.
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