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Introduction


It’s been Christmas in July at the Chicken Soup for the Soul offices as we’ve put together this special collection of stories for you. We’ve loved the process — reading through hundreds of our past books to find the most intriguing stories about holiday miracles in our vast library. What we’ve gathered in one place for you will surely be a treat, as you read about divine intervention, the joy of giving, answered prayers, holiday angels, family reunions, and many other stories that will make you say “wow.”


At the end of each story, you’ll see the Chicken Soup for the Soul book in which the story previously appeared. It’s a wonderful review of our twenty-four years of publishing — our favorite stories about holiday miracles, from Thanksgiving to New Year’s.


We’re excited that this book is serving as a fundraiser for the U.S. Marine Corps Reserve Toys for Tots program as well. Toys for Tots has created miracles for millions of families with their gift-giving program. I’m sure you’ve seen the collection bins in your own communities, and maybe you’ve even donated a toy.


There’s nothing better than giving during the holiday season — I think it’s what we all love the most. But it’s hard to choose what’s best about the holidays, right? There are also family reunions, the wonder on the face of a child, and the chance to gather with our communities at church, at school, and even at the mall to share the special spirit of the season, brightening those long winter nights.


However you celebrate, we want to wish you and yours a very happy holiday season. We hope you’ll have a little time off to curl up in front of the fire and have a good read.


And rest assured that this collection, like all our Christmas books, is appropriate for young readers. We work closely with Santa to keep the magic alive for all ages.


~Amy Newmark
Publisher and Editor-in-Chief, Chicken Soup for the Soul
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Divine Intervention
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Medically Impossible


Miracles come in moments. Be ready and willing.


~Wayne Dyer


I remember it was almost Christmas because carols softly played on the radio in the nurses’ station. I walked into Jimmy’s room. A small seven-year-old, he seemed dwarfed by the big, indifferent, mechanical hospital bed with its starchy white sheets.


He looked up at me through suspicious eyes, hidden in a face puffed up from the use of steroids to control his kidney condition. “What are you gonna do to me now?” they seemed to ask. “What blood tests are you gonna order? Don’t you know they hurt, Doc?”


Jimmy had a disease called nephrotic syndrome, and it was not responding to any therapy we had tried. This was his sixth month with the illness, his second week in the hospital. I was feeling guilty — I had failed him. As I smiled at him, my heart felt even heavier.


The shadow of defeat had dulled his eyes.


Oh no, I thought, he’s given up. When a patient gives up, your chances of helping that patient lower dramatically.


“Jimmy, I want to try something.”


He burrowed into the sheets. “It gonna hurt?”


“No, we’ll use the intravenous line that’s already in your arm. No new needles.” What I planned I had tried a few weeks earlier without success. I gave him intravenous Lasix, a drug that is supposed to “open up” the kidneys.


This time I planned a new twist, which the nephrologist said probably would not work but was worth a try. A half hour before I injected the Lasix I would inject albumin, a simple protein that would draw water from the bloated cells into the bloodstream. Then, when I gave the Lasix, the water flooding the bloodstream might flow into and open up the kidneys. The problem was, if it didn’t, the “flooded” blood vessels could give Jimmy lung congestion until his body readjusted. I had discussed this with his parents. Desperate, they agreed to try.


So I gave albumin into his intravenous line. A half hour later I came back to give the Lasix. He was breathing harder and looked scared. I had an idea. I never believed in divine intervention, but Jimmy came from a very religious family.


“You pray a lot?” I asked.


“Yes, “he answered. “I pray every night. But I guess God don’t hear me.”


“He hears you,” I replied, not knowing in all honesty if God did or didn’t, but Jimmy needed reassurance. And belief. “Try praying as I give this medicine to you. Oh, and I want you to pretend you see your kidneys — remember all those pictures of them I showed you awhile back?”


“Yes.”


“Well, I want you to picture them spilling all the extra water in your body into your bladder. You remember the picture of your bladder I showed you?” I figured I might as well try visualization. This was in the early 1970s. Some articles had been written about visualization and some evidence existed that it worked — in some cases, anyway.


“Yeah.”


“Good. Start now. Concentrate on your kidneys.” I placed my hands there and shut my eyes, concentrating — just to show him how, you understand. Then injected the Lasix.


Jimmy closed his eyes and concentrated, and mouthed a prayer.


What the heck. I also prayed, even though I knew it wouldn’t work. I did not believe in divine intervention. When I died I would have a few choice questions for God about why he allowed certain terrible things to happen to certain children. One of my friends suggested that when I did die, God would probably send me the other way just to avoid me. But in for a penny, in for a pound.


“How long will it take to work?” the nurse asked as she adjusted the dripping intravenous line. I motioned for her to step from the room.


“In a person with normal kidneys, maybe twenty minutes — fifteen minutes tops,” I replied. “With Jimmy, I’m hoping a half hour. But I have to tell you, it’s a real long shot. Stay with him. If he has trouble and needs oxygen, call me. I’ll be at the nurses’ station writing all this down.”


I sat down and opened Jimmy’s cold, metal-jacketed chart, almost cursing the irony of the Christmas carol on the radio: “Oh Holy Night.” Before I had scribbled one sentence, the nurse stuck out her head from Jimmy’s room. “A half hour to work?” she asked.


“For normal kidneys.”


“Otherwise fifteen minutes ‘tops,’ right, Doc?”


“That’s what I said.”


“Well, the floodgates have opened: He’s urinating like crazy. Within just two minutes he asked for the urinal. I’ve got to go get another.”


Two minutes? Impossible. I went to the room as fast as my cane would allow me to walk. Jimmy had already filled the plastic yellow urinal. The nurse rushed in with another two. He grabbed one and started filling that one, too. He grinned at me, the light back in his blue eyes.


I left the room, a numbness coursing through my mind and body. It couldn’t be. If he diuresed — if his kidneys opened up — he was on the way to a cure. No, it just could not happen that fast. Impossible. Medically impossible. And yet…


Was it sheer pharmacology and physiology breaking the rules? Was it the visualization?


I could clearly hear a fragment of a carol on the radio. I felt goosebumps: “Fall on your knees, oh hear the angel voices…”


A paraphrase of the last line from Miracle on 34th Street came to me: “And then again, maybe I didn’t do such a wonderful thing, after all.”


~John M. Briley Jr., M.D.


A 5th Portion of Chicken Soup for the Soul
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The Miracle of a Precious Stone


I miss thee, my Mother! Thy image is still the deepest impressed on my heart.


~Eliza Cook


I should have been happier. It was two days before Christmas and I was driving alone on a country road in our small mountain community delivering homemade cookies to shut-ins. A light dusting of snow covered the barren cornfields, giving hope to every child who prayed for a white Christmas.


I had spent the last couple of days with church friends, mixing dough, shaping date balls, melting chocolate, baking dozens and dozens of different Christmas cookies. We had covered every surface in my kitchen with cookies, laughing uproariously at our own jokes, singing off-key one familiar Christmas carol after another.


Driving along the familiar roads that late afternoon, I was having a conversation with my Lord about the death of my mother four months earlier. We had had this conversation before, and each time God had provided a measure of peace.


And yet, the same questions surfaced again and again. Why did my mother have to endure so many years of mind-numbing pain before her death? Why didn’t I have peace about where she was?


I delivered all of my cookies, warmly greeting the shut-ins. Their homes were decorated with small white pines or blue spruce cut from the deep forests surrounding the community.


At my final stop, Miss Ruby, a beloved eighty-three-year-old known for her quiet benevolence, was slow to respond to my persistent knock on her front door. I started to get concerned because she had fallen on Thanksgiving Eve while preparing dinner for several neighbors who would be alone that holiday.


Finally, I heard the steady rhythm of her wooden cane as she slowly made her way to the door.


“I guessed you’d be coming by, my dear, so I’ve made some hot chocolate to entice you to stay a little longer. It gets lonely here on Long Bottom Road in the winter, and even more so now that I can’t get outside in this cold weather while my hip is healing.”


We chatted while I balanced my cup on my knee and found myself wishing her grown children lived nearer to provide companionship and care for her. As I was leaving, she put her arms around me, kissed me on the check and whispered, “You’re an angel, do you know that?” I was hardly an angel, but I thanked her and promised to visit again after Christmas when the holiday rush was over.


Back in the car, I drove a short distance down the dirt road before easing to a stop next to a weathered split-rail fence. No farmhouses were in view.


I laid my head down on the steering wheel and wept.


“I miss you, Mother,” I cried out, looking heavenward to the overcast skies, hoping she heard me.


This was my first Christmas season without her. I knew well the verse, “to be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord.” Still, I wept alone on that country road, unable to accept the peace that God was so willing to give me.


Finally, in desperation, and with no thought of Biblical precedent, I asked the Lord for a sign, a sign that He cared, a sign that He heard me, a sign that He loved me, a sign that my mother was safe in heaven with Him.


Wiping my eyes, I returned to our country home where I quietly prepared dinner for my husband. We were alone; our sons were married and living in another part of the state. This was their year to spend Christmas with their wives’ families.


The next morning, while dressing for church, my husband turned to me in surprise and asked, “Where on earth did you find this?”


“Find what?” I asked, straightening my skirt before the mirror.


“The ruby!” he replied. “Isn’t that your ruby there on the bedspread?”


I rushed to the bed, picked up the ruby, held it close to my breast and began to weep.


It had become a custom for my parents’ seven children to pool our resources each time one of us celebrated a fortieth anniversary and to present the happy couple each with a ruby, the stone traditionally associated with that anniversary. On our anniversary the previous year, I was given a lovely ruby set in a pendant on a simple gold chain.


The first week I wore it, the stone had come loose from its setting and was never found, leaving me distraught.


I had searched for nearly a year, combing the carpets, checking our closets, looking in the most unlikely places for this ruby which had lovingly tied me to my siblings.


And now, on this Sunday morning, the ruby appeared from nowhere in the center of our bedspread. More curiously, I had made the bed less than a half hour before.


My husband, sensing my suspicion, placed his hands firmly on my shoulders. “I know you must think I found the ruby and laid it on the bedspread where you’d quickly see it. But I can assure you before God that this is the first I’ve seen it since you lost it last year. I promise you!”


It was my sign. There could be no other explanation. And I sought none.


~Mariane Holbrook


Chicken Soup for the Soul: Miraculous Messages from Heaven
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Bell of Truth


And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or fields for my sake will receive a hundred times as much and will inherit eternal life.


~Matthew 19:29


I was nineteen years old, alone in a studio apartment in Kansas City. It was the Christmas season and self-pity had gotten the best of me. With no job and the rent barely paid, all I had was a box of cereal, a carton of milk, five dollars in my bank account, and a single one-dollar bill in my purse.


Earlier that year, I’d made a fateful decision. I was forced to quit college due to lack of money. So, I packed up two suitcases and got on a bus with only fifty dollars in my pocket. My parents were getting a divorce, and I had no financial support. My temporary minimum wage job had ended. I was new to town, alone and friendless.


So here I was in Kansas City, sitting on my Murphy bed, staring out the window. I began to think, “No one really cares if I live or die. I could be lying in the gutter somewhere and it wouldn’t make a difference.”


I thought, “I’ve got to get out of here, get out of this room, before I do something I’ll regret.”


I buttoned up my old lime green coat. It had once been part of my new college wardrobe. Now it had holes in the elbow and was torn at the shoulder where white stuffing poked out.


I walked down the five flights of stairs with the dollar in my pocket. I opened the door to bitter cold. The icy wind smacked me in the face, making my eyes tear. I began to walk. And walk. I had no destination. I just knew I had to get out of the apartment. Eventually, I came to a park with benches and a fountain, where I could sit, cry and pray.


With my eyes closed, begging God for help, His wisdom, a sign, anything, I heard a voice. A man was speaking to me. Was it a sign? I opened my eyes to find a homeless drunk sitting next to me and asking me for a date!


I headed back toward the apartment. By now the sky had opened up, delivering a combination of rain, sleet and snow. Without a hat or umbrella, my tattered coat soaked up the freezing rain like a sponge and wet hair covered my face.


Walking past fancy stores that were beautifully decorated for the Christmas season, I felt embarrassed by my “little match girl” appearance. A few steps later I stood outside a small coffee shop, gazing in the window. Here, even in this coffee shop, women were wearing furs and beautiful clothes. What would it feel like to be sitting and chatting with friends over a nice warm cup of tea, looking good, watching the dreary weather outside? I wondered if my one dollar could buy me a cup of tea. Then it occurred to me that with tax and tip, I couldn’t afford the tea and I continued homeward.


Cold and wet, I asked myself, “Could life get any more miserable?”


It was then that I came upon a Salvation Army woman ringing the bell in front of a red bucket.


“Well,” I thought to myself, “you’ve got your arms and legs, your eyesight and your health, so you’re a lot luckier than a lot of these folks The Salvation Army people are trying to help.” So I reached in my pocket and gave my last dollar to The Salvation Army.


Back at my apartment, I opened my mailbox to find one envelope, my bank statement. I already knew what it said. But when I opened it to file it away, I noticed something wrong on the statement. It did not show the expected $5 balance, but now reflected a $105 balance.


I always knew exactly what I had in my account, balanced to the penny. Something was wrong. I wasn’t about to spend money that was not mine. I called the bank. I wasn’t taking any chances. The bank employee said it was indeed my money, but I knew better.


Donning the tattered, wet green coat, I marched back out into the cold. My bank happened to be directly across the street from the fountain I had sat at crying just a couple of hours earlier.


I walked in. “May I see the bank manager, please?”


I’m sure I looked an awful sight; well-dressed people were staring at this cold ragamuffin demanding that the bank officer remove the mistaken overage.


While he went into back offices to check out the error, I waited patiently in a leather chair that squeaked when I shifted in the seat, water dripping from my hair. Upon his return, he looked puzzled and sat down, scratching his head. “I can’t make any sense of it,” he said, “but it is indeed your money.”


“That’s impossible. I know what I had to the penny, and this appeared out of nowhere.”


He said he understood my concern because it had not appeared on previous statements. “Our records indicate that a deposit was made into your account last July and we just now caught it. That’s why it appears on your bank statement for the first time in December. But it is definitely your money and you need not worry that we’ll be asking for it back.”


When money is tight, a person keeps track of each and every cent. I knew without question that I’d never made such a deposit back in July, but I couldn’t convince him.


I walked home, thanking God for the extra money, which I used for a discount plane ticket to visit family for Christmas. My spirits healed as I shared that holy holiday with them.


A few months later, I told someone about the mysterious appearance of the $100.


“Hadn’t you just given your last dollar to charity?” she asked.


“Well, yes.”


“So, don’t you see?” she replied. “You were rewarded hundredfold!”


The tiny hairs went up on my arms and a chill moved up my back. I call this the bell of truth ringing my spine. I had just experienced a blessing, a Christmas miracle.


~Morgan Hill


Chicken Soup for the Soul: A Book of Miracles
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Reflections of Hope in the Snowstorm


It only takes a thought and your angels will be there… for although you may not see them, you’re always in their care.


~Author Unknown


I was homesick. My husband, Keith, was attending Utah State University in Logan, Utah. We lived eight hundred miles away from my parents and family back home in Northern California. We couldn’t afford to go home for Christmas. We would just stay home in Hyrum, and have a simple Christmas with our baby, Ann.


Then a most unexpected gift arrived in a Christmas card: enough money for gas for the eight-hundred-mile drive home. We were so excited. Keith took time off from his part-time job and we packed the car. We had family prayer, asking humbly for safety and good traveling conditions.


We drove all day through Nevada, over the Sierras, to the west coast of California. Everything went well and we finally drove up the familiar driveway, honking the horn to signal our arrival. My family rushed out to greet us, welcoming us with love and Christmas cheer.


We celebrated Christmas in my childhood home, all of us together again for the first time in three years. My family rejoiced when we announced that we were expecting our second child in the spring.


All too soon, the time came for us to return to Utah. My parents gave us some money for gas. With tears and hugs, we started on our way. Hoping to make good time, we drove steadily through the day.


Toward evening, we arrived in Wendover, on the border between Nevada and Utah. Snow flurries swirled around the car. We stopped just long enough to fuel up the car. With no credit card and very little cash, we did not even consider staying overnight in a motel.


If the road and weather conditions were good, we had about two hours of driving to get to Salt Lake City. We thought if we could just make it to Keith’s parents’ home in nearby Bountiful that night, we could rest. Then we could go on to Hyrum in the morning, and he would make it to work on time.


We drove into the darkening night. Frantic flurries of snow swirled wildly about the car. Keith was having trouble seeing the road, as the headlights seemed dim. He pulled over, and got out to brush the snow away from them.


Then he climbed back into the driver’s seat and told me the bad news. “We have only one headlight.” A simple statement, but loaded with dread.


With another heartfelt prayer for safety and protection, we felt we had no choice but to head slowly out onto the nearly deserted freeway. Our car bravely slogged through the snowy darkness. We desperately tried to keep our eyes on the white line in the road, but it was vanishing quickly in the accumulating snow. We seemed to be all alone on that dark stretch of freeway. There was no traffic in either direction, and the visibility was near zero.


We knew that our parents were praying us safely through the night. We prayed too, for traction and safety.


Suddenly, out of nowhere, a semi-truck appeared, gaining quickly upon us. It splattered a spray of snow onto our windshield as it passed. Then it pulled into our lane, directly in front of our car. Our meager headlight reflected off the shiny silver doors on the back of the truck.


The driver could have sped ahead. Instead, he stayed right with us, lighting our way. The steady flurry of relentless snowflakes dashed against our windshield. The wipers could barely keep them brushed away. The white line of the road was no longer visible. We cautiously crept along, following the truck.


In those anxiety-filled moments, I felt our unborn baby kick for the first time! The miracle of new life growing within me filled us with wonder. We felt that there were angels protecting us that night, and there was a curious peace in our hearts.


Hours later, we reached the welcome streetlights and plowed roads of Salt Lake City. To signal our gratitude, Keith blinked our one headlight at the semi-truck driver in front of us. This man had stayed with us for more than 120 miles on that drive between Wendover and Salt Lake City. Our one headlight had reflected off the back of his truck as he had lighted our way in the dark night.


It turned out that this storm deposited eighteen inches of snow in twenty-four hours, closing the Salt Lake City airport for twenty hours. But we had traveled safely through the massive storm. We offered a heartfelt prayer of thanksgiving for this miracle.


As I gratefully closed my eyes at last that night, the images of the steadily blowing snow drifted before them. More importantly, though, my mind’s eye fixed upon the reflection of the unseen angels and the semi-truck driver who had stayed with us, giving us hope through the darkest hours of that snow-filled night.


~Valaree Terribilini Brough


Chicken Soup for the Soul: Hope & Miracles
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A Gift to Each Other


Where thou art — that — is Home.


~Emily Dickinson


I was born with a wandering spirit. After college, I joined a theatre company and traveled all over North America and Europe. I was far away and broke most of the time, but no matter where I wandered, I made it home to Colorado for Christmas. This was a fairly significant feat, and yet I had managed to do it every year without fail. It sometimes involved days and nights of driving through blizzards, gallons of espresso, twelve-hour plane rides, lost baggage, and customs officials who always seemed to pick me for scrutiny.


Our holiday traditions were pretty average — tree, presents, way too much food, Christmas Eve service at church, watching the movie White Christmas with my sister. Nothing extraordinary happened, but living so far away made it essential to be there. I needed to stay current in my siblings’ lives. I wanted to know my nieces and nephews and have them know me. If I wasn’t there for Christmas I feared I would just fade out of the family.


My fiancé Calvin and I traveled back to Colorado for our wedding, which was the “opening ceremony” of a huge Fourth of July family reunion. I wasn’t a girl who imagined my wedding as the pivotal point of human history anyway, so a simple affair was just my style. But even small and simple broke the bank for us. We headed back to work in Europe knowing there would be a slim chance of another trip home anytime soon. Christmas would likely be a cozy twosome.


“This is okay,” I told myself. “We’re our own family now. It will be romantic.” Plus, our tour ended in Switzerland, so that’s where we’d be stuck for Christmas. Definitely worse places to be!


But as the tour drew to a close, my morale crumbled. Watching our teammates excitedly depart, talking about cherubic nieces and nephews, trees, stockings, and family traditions, left me feeling less than lucky about my own situation. Yes, I was a newlywed and the world was supposed to be rosy, but in truth, spending our first six months of marriage in a van with a team of kooky performers and sleeping on pull-out couches in people’s dens had placed a strain on the marital bonding process. Our harmony was a little off-key, to put it mildly. Three solid weeks of undiluted togetherness was looking about as awkward as the sixth grade dance and even less appealing. A little padding of friends and family would have been so much less stressful.


The lack of company wasn’t the only check in my negative column, either. We had no home. Like I said, we traveled in a van and were housed as part of our performance contracts. Being on break meant that we’d have to find a place to stay. Someplace free. And who wants a couple of bickering vagabonds hanging around at Christmas? Even if someone did take pity and invite us into their “stable,” I was really stretching to dig up any gratitude for someone’s pull-out couch.


Then there was the shortage of trappings and trimmings. Our performing-artist-lifestyle left us without discretionary funds, so gifts were pretty much out. And to top it all off, Calvin got sick with an infected wisdom tooth. He was delirious with pain. So much for romance.


First things first. Although Calvin and I were alternately ticked off and bewildered by one another, I did still have regular moments of fondness toward him. I didn’t enjoy seeing him in pain. Especially because it made him all whiny and meant I had to do all the driving. We needed to get that tooth taken care of. We prayed.


“Lord, we haven’t been very nice to each other lately and we know that bothers You. We’re going to try and improve, but in the meantime Calvin’s in a lot of pain and it’s Christmas and all, and we were hoping that maybe You could toss us a miracle or something. A little sprinkle of healing power. Please.”


It was something like that. Not a very spiritual sounding prayer, just desperate. We stopped on our way out of town at the home of our area representative, Jean-François, to drop off a calendar for our next tour.


He took one look at Calvin and declared with widened eyes “zut alors!” This can mean many things, but in this case it was an expression of alarm.


He made a phone call. He spoke way too fast for me to follow his French, but it sounded very emphatic and convincing and twenty minutes later the source of distress was being extracted from Calvin’s jaw by Jean-François’ friend, who also happened to be a dental surgeon and who also decided he didn’t want to be paid since it was two days before Christmas. God is so cool, and His people can be really cool sometimes too. On this day He was also really speedy, which was such a nice bonus.


While Calvin was being repaired, I wandered the streets of Lausanne soaking up Christmas Spirit from all the colors and lights and using my tiny store of Swiss francs to buy a few chocolate coins, a nice writing pen, a recording of Calvin’s favorite artist, and a few other tidbits. I could wrap each one separately and tie little bows and we could have a miniature Christmas. It would be a peace offering — my promise of a fresh start. Our harmony had already improved with the pressure of touring off our shoulders. A little privacy might be tolerable after all.


With that thought came the reminder that we needed a place to stay. We actually had an offer but I had put off phoning them. Timothy and Pierette were the elderly uncle and aunt of a colleague. They lived in a remote mountain village a couple of hours from Geneva, and we had met them earlier that tour. Timothy was an egg farmer and Pierette ran the general store in the village. They mentioned that they had a little apartment in their basement and that we were welcome to stay anytime, including the holidays.


Why hadn’t I called them? I had a picture in my mind of a spider-infested stairway leading to a dank room with a bare flashlight hanging down, a chamber pot in one corner and a hot plate with questionable wiring in the other. I was thinking WWII, French Resistance. This would be the space between two walls where they hid Jewish neighbors and secret radios. Of course this was neutral Switzerland, so none of that actually happened here, but my imagination always tended toward the dramatic. There would be an old wooden door with a broken latch. Chickens would be pecking outside the door and snow would blow in through the cracks. We’d sleep on separate army cots under threadbare blankets and we’d have scrambled eggs for Christmas dinner. Truthfully, I was kind of reveling in the whole sad and wretched picture and imagining the screenplay.


I was brought back to reality when Calvin arrived, all swollen-cheeked. “Tho, dith joo make dath phwone cawwl?”


Darn. We really had no alternatives, but I was sure the experience itself wouldn’t be as fun or glamorous as the eventual movie version. I prayed again. “God, I miss my family. So far, marriage is not really what I expected, and I feel like Heidi going to stay on some mountainside in a scary basement with some old people I don’t really know. I want to make the best of this. I know it’s really not all about me. I know I should ask You to help me grow up and be selfless like You, but I also want to pray that we have a really nice, fun holiday together.”


I made the call, got directions, and turned the van up the winding mountain road. As we pulled into the little town we had to wait for a herd of cows making its way down the main street. With Calvin mumbling the directions through wads of cotton we arrived at Pierette’s general store.


I knocked hesitantly. The door flew open and Timothy and Pierette greeted us like their own grandchildren back from a war, or a refugee camp, or from just having received a Nobel Prize. We were ushered directly into the parlor where a fire was crackling and a tree was twinkling. There were cookies right out of the oven, and hot chocolate with lots of whipped cream.


Over steaming cups they asked us all about our tour, all about our wedding, all about our families. We learned all about egg farming and life in a tiny Swiss village. We laughed, and smiled and ate cookies. God had answered our prayer. He knew what our marriage needed, and He prepared this place for us long in advance. This was the most calm, nurturing place in the world to spend Christmas, or any other day for that matter. Of course I hadn’t seen the little apartment in the basement yet, but Pierette said we were welcome to join them upstairs as much as we liked, so maybe we wouldn’t have to hang out with the spiders.


The phone rang, disrupting our relaxed conversation. We heard a “zut alors!” in the conversation. Timothy returned to us with a frown.


The village was in an uproar. The pastor was sick. He had a fever and had lost his voice. There would be no Christmas Eve program. This was a considerable crisis, tantamount to the plague or a foreign army marching over the Alps. Timothy and Pierette exchanged distressed glances and Pierette immediately began clearing away the dishes. Whenever a solution is unclear, it’s always helpful to tidy up in Switzerland.


Calvin raised an eyebrow at me, and I answered with a grin and a nod. This was a no-brainer! We jumped up and offered to save the day.


We’d been doing nothing but Christmas programs for weeks. We had a vast repertoire to choose from. Relief spread over our hosts’ faces.


We began gathering props, running lines, and planning all the music we could do with only the two of us. With a quick change of clothes we set off. We chose a play about two lonely people who meet in an airport on Christmas Eve. As the characters hesitantly begin to converse, they share their stories, their loneliness, and a reminder of God’s gift to us in the birth of Jesus. My character, a believer, realizes that they were put there for that reason — put there to answer one another’s need. They read the Christmas story from the book of Matthew, and share an impromptu celebration.


Calvin’s character, with spiritual eyes opening for the first time, declares, “You’ll have to lead me. I’ve never had a real Christmas before.”


We were in the zone. We were a perfect team that night, and I remembered why I had chosen to spend the rest of my life with this man. Performing this play on Christmas Eve, for these people, was perfect. As I spoke my lines, the truth of them penetrated my own heart — we answered each other’s need. We were put here for that reason. The paradox of God’s sovereignty struck me. Somehow, in the complexity of God’s love and provision, He cares about my smallest details and desires. And yet, at the same time, it’s all about Calvin, and it’s all about the man in the front row with tears streaming down his cheeks, and it’s about Pierette and her general store, and the dental surgeon, and all of my teammates at home with their families. We are God’s gift to each other. Like a master composer, He brings all the instruments together, each with a different tone, each playing a different part, and He makes it turn out so beautifully.


After the program we were invited to the evening meal, full of cheese and chocolate and all the yummiest Swiss things. Not a single scrambled egg. Later, we grabbed our suitcases and at last made it down the staircase to the place that would be home for the next three weeks.


The staircase was steep, and the basement was indeed dark and creepy. We opened the apartment door and were greeted by twinkling lights, a small decorated tree in the corner, and evergreen boughs, all adorning a newly remodeled, sparkling clean studio. There was modern plumbing and a kitchenette with perfect wiring. There was a tantalizing fruit basket on the table and a big, soft bed covered with the whitest and fluffiest down comforter I’d ever seen. Calvin spontaneously lifted me over the threshold.


“Merry Christmas,” I sighed. He set me down, wrapping his arms around me. I wrapped back. We were God’s gift to each other.


~Kristi Hemingway


Chicken Soup for the Soul: A Book of Miracles
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The Christmas Bonus


And the apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith.”


~Luke 17:5


My youngest sister called just before Christmas. “Guess what?” she began.


With Jacki I never knew what to guess. I worried about her… her safety in a tiny apartment in a bad part of town, her minimum wage job, her lack of health insurance, and her broken down car. Only four Christmases ago, she was earning hundreds of dollars working in bars, dancing, living a life far apart from mine. Miraculously, God had turned her life around. I was thankful for that, but her faith, still new, seemed fragile.


I braced myself. “What happened?”


“Remember how I told you we were going to get a Christmas bonus?”


I recalled how she had recently scoured the entire floor of the small convenience store where she worked, on her knees with a tiny scrub pad. It took her over a week, but she was so proud of the clean white floor. Even with her seven-dollar-an-hour salary, she was always doing over and above at her job. She even made little doggie treats for customers’ pets. She always smiled and customers loved her. Now at Christmas, she really needed money for extra car expenses and just to pay bills.


“Well, I opened my bonus envelope to find three hundred dollars cash!”


“Wow!” I rejoiced with her. “I bet you hollered when you opened that envelope!”


“Yes! And I thanked God for always supplying my needs.” She went on to say that she paid her bills and bought a few groceries. She giggled with joy, and I laughed with her.


The next day Jacki called again. This time her voice trembled. “My manager called very upset. She had opened her own bonus envelope to find a cash amount far below what she expected. ‘I was supposed to get $300,’ she said.”


Oh, no, I thought.


My sister continued. “I had a sick feeling. The manager and I have the same first name. What if there was a mistake? What if I got the wrong envelope? And now the money is gone! But I’m still going to call the store owner right away.”


“Why don’t you wait?” I urged her. “Give it some time. Think about it. The envelope did have your name on it.”


“I can’t. I prayed about it and I know what I need to do.”


“But maybe it wasn’t a mistake,” I argued. “Maybe you were rewarded for all your extra work.” I hated the thought of her talking to the owner, who was known to be a highly critical woman, downright mean at times.


“You deserve the money. I think you should keep it.”


She didn’t listen to me. Instead, she called the owner.


“You should have known you wouldn’t get that much,” the owner ranted. “We go by the rules here and low-ranking employees like you don’t get extra. Only the managers get extra.”


She told my sister that she must return the full amount immediately. There would be no bonus at all for her. What she couldn’t pay back would be taken out of her paycheck.


Three hundred dollars… a fortune to Jacki, especially at Christmas. I was sick with anger. How could a person who owns several businesses punish someone who works so hard for almost nothing? I wanted to call the owner, write the newspaper, drive several hundred miles with all my friends to my sister’s town and picket!


My sister said no. “I did the extra work for the Lord. And I know I did the right thing by telling,” she said. “Besides, God always provides my needs.”


Shaking, I hung up the phone. My first thought was to send her $300. I’d always wanted to jump in and fix things for her. I could afford it and I wanted desperately to make it right for her. It wasn’t fair. She was still learning to trust God and now this happened.


In my heart, I heard God say, “Then let her trust Me. And you need to trust Me, too.”


So I didn’t send the money, but it was hard.


I got the call a week later. “Guess what?” Jacki chirped.


“What?” I asked tentatively.


“I bought a lottery ticket.”


I groaned. I knew that every once in a while she enjoyed spending a dollar on a lottery ticket. I didn’t think money should be used that way but I kept my mouth shut.


“I won something this time!” she exclaimed. “You need to thank God!”


My first thought was, “God would definitely not use a lottery ticket.”


On the other hand, when my mind got quiet enough, He reminded me that He uses all kinds of things… a rib, a donkey who spoke, the jawbone of an ass, mud in a blind man’s eyes, five tiny fish. He loved my sister and He’d reached into her world. Maybe it happened to be a lottery ticket.


“I won three hundred dollars!” she exclaimed.


Of course you did.


~Martha Moore


Chicken Soup for the Soul: Answered Prayers
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My Snow Angel


It is not known precisely where angels dwell — whether in the air, the void, or the planets. It has not been God’s pleasure that we should be informed of their abode.


~Voltaire


A warm, sunny day in early November, especially in the Sierras, was a nice surprise. One look at the cloudless blue sky was all it took to convince me to drive twenty miles into the valley to do early Christmas shopping. My husband was content to stay home and rake up the last of the fallen leaves. I called out to him before I got in the car, “Call me if you think of something you want me to bring home.” He smiled and waved as I drove away.


Temperatures in the valley are between eight and ten degrees higher than in the foothills where we live, so I enjoyed the warmth and sunshine as I walked from store to store. It wasn’t until around sunset when I realized I had been shopping for most of the day. I was surprised I hadn’t had a call from my husband as he usually thought of something he wanted from town while I was gone.


I rummaged through my purse for my cell phone only to discover it wasn’t there. Not all that surprising as it wasn’t the first time that had happened. “It’s probably on the car seat or on the floor,” I said to myself as I hurried to the parking lot. I put the bags in the trunk and got in the car, but the cell phone was nowhere in sight. After a frustrating search I found it under the seat and sighed with relief. Not only to find the cell phone but also to discover the source of the clunking sound every time I had turned a corner on the drive to the valley.


My husband will have a good laugh about that, I thought, as I dialed our home phone number. I didn’t get the chance to tell him. I heard the panic in my husband’s voice when he answered the phone. “I’ve been trying to call you. It started snowing up here half an hour ago,” he shouted into the phone.


“But the storm wasn’t due in until after the weekend,” I said.


“I know, I know, but there was a sudden drop in temperature and it switched from fall to winter just like that,” he said.


Another surprise from Mother Nature. That’s how things happen in the Sierras, which is why I keep a box of emergency supplies in the trunk and carry chains from fall through the end of spring.


“Well, I guess I’ll have to stop and put the chains on when I get up there so I can make it home,” I sighed. My husband coughed nervously and cleared his throat. “Uh, I forgot to put the chains back in the trunk when I vacuumed the car out yesterday. I saw them in the garage when I finished raking,” he said. I resisted the urge to scream. I checked my watch. The two local auto parts stores were closed by now.


“How much snow is on the ground now?” I asked.


“Only an inch or two. I think you can make it home okay if you leave now and drive slowly and follow the tire tracks in the road when you get to the snow.”


I hung up and slammed the phone into my purse. I berated myself for not checking the trunk after he cleaned out the car. It was a constant battle with him to put things back where he found them. Usually it was his stuff, but this time I was the victim of his carelessness. I had to let a scream out to release my anger rather than carry it home with me.


Big tufts of white swirled in front of the car headlights when I reached the 1200-foot level. I kept the car in low gear and crept slowly toward the 2600-foot elevation where we lived. I started talking to myself and to God. “Help me get home,” became my prayer mantra as I repeated it every few minutes.


My biggest challenge would be to get over the reservoir bridge, then up the hill on the other side. The only way to make it would be to keep the car moving steadily and hope the cars and trucks had displaced enough snow so my tires could get traction. I continued my mantra. The snow was falling harder when I reached the reservoir bridge. I blinked back tears.


A truck was driving across the bridge ahead of me. My hopes soared. Those big tires would make a good path through the snow and help my car tires get enough traction to make it up the hill. The truck slowed as I got closer, then stopped. I slowed the car but had to stop a few feet from the truck. I watched helplessly as the driver got out, swept snow off the truck hood and windshield then got back in and drove off.


My car had lost precious momentum. The path from the truck tires helped until I reached the end of the bridge and started up the hill. The car started to swerve. I turned the wheel to correct each swerve. The tires started spinning and the car started to slide back down the hill toward the sloped side of the reservoir. I was on a direct path into the water.


“God, please, I need help right now,” I yelled. The car stopped. I pressed my head against the steering wheel and said, “Thank You.” Someone was rapping on the window. I rolled it down to see a young man with dark curly hair and sparkling blue eyes. He smiled. “You’ll never make it up this hill without chains. I’ll push your car to the side. You can walk up the hill,” he said.


The car seemed to float effortlessly to the side of the road. The young man came to the open window and nodded. “Remember to take those Christmas gifts out of the trunk when you leave,” he said. How did he know there were Christmas gifts in the trunk?


I grabbed my purse and jumped out of the car so I could thank him for his help. I looked around. No one was there. There were no cars or trucks on the road. I looked for footprints but there were none, only a pristine layer of snow growing deeper by the minute. I reached for my cell phone to call my husband but then remembered that reception at this level was poor even in good weather.


I slipped on rubber boots and a hooded sweatshirt I kept under the spare tire, grabbed the shopping bags and started walking toward the gas station at the top of the hill. When I saw the dim light over the door I knew it was closed. My plan to call my husband was lost in the swirling snow around me. I had to keep walking until I got to a house where I could use a phone.


Just as I turned off the main road, a white truck pulled up next to me and the driver got out and came toward me. “Would you like a ride home?” he asked. I nodded and he opened the door. He smiled when I started giving him directions and said, “I know where you live.” I looked at him more closely to see if I recognized him and noticed some dark curly hair sticking out of his knit hat. “Are you the young man who pushed my car off the road on the hill?” I asked. He smiled and nodded.


The truck seemed to glide over the road and I was surprised when it pulled into the driveway to our house in a matter of minutes. It takes about ten minutes to cover that distance in nice weather. I thanked him after he helped me out of the truck and turned to wave, but the truck was gone.


My husband was startled to see me come in the front door instead of coming from the garage. I told him about my trip home from the valley. When I finished, he scrunched up his face and looked at me. “I didn’t hear a truck pull into the driveway,” he said. After a short discussion he challenged me to show him the tire tracks. We walked out to the driveway.


There were no tire tracks, only a deep, smooth white blanket of snow — except where my footprints started and led to the stairs to the house.


Since that experience the term “Snow Angel” has a special meaning for me.


~L.A. Kennedy


Chicken Soup for the Soul: Angels Among Us
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Christmas Grace


You are excellent of men and your lips have been anointed with grace, since God has blessed you forever.


~Psalm 45:2


Snow continued its determined onslaught outside the assisted living facility windows. By late evening, I grew anxious about how the roads would be when I headed home. It was the week before Christmas. I should have been on my way home by now. The evening receptionist who was scheduled to relieve me had phoned to say she’d been unable to get her car started. Why was I the unlucky one stuck behind a receptionist’s desk when I should have been home sipping hot cocoa and decorating the Christmas tree?


The telephone shrilled. Answering a little grouchily, I heard a man’s voice. “Is this Avis rental car?”


I tried to remain calm. “No, I’m afraid our phone number here at the assisted living facility is one digit different than Avis. Let me give you that number so you don’t have to look it up again.” Sighing, I quickly glanced at the familiar number of the car rental company on the pad of paper in front of me. I finished giving the gentleman the number, wishing him a Merry Christmas. Just as I was about to hang up, I heard his voice in midair.


“Wait a minute please!”


“Yes?”


“I know this must sound insane, but I have to ask: do you believe in miracles?”


I sat straighter in my chair, startled at such a question from a total stranger.


“Definitely; why do you ask?”


“I’ll try to make a long story short. My parents recently passed away in a car accident. I have no one left in the world but a grandmother somewhere in Virginia who I haven’t seen since I was little. An uncle placed my grandmother in an assisted living facility when he grew too ill to care for her any longer. He’s gone on to heaven as well. I have to ask -- do you happen to have a Grace Sheperd at your facility?”


My heart beat faster as I recognized the familiar name. I pictured the gentleman holding his breath on the other end while I listened to the pinging sound of the icy precipitation pelting the window to my right.


“Are you still there?” he asked finally.


“Yes, I’m here. I wish I could give you the information you’re after. I’m afraid there’s a privacy policy that prohibits me from answering. The director of the facility will be in her office on Monday morning, however.”


“I understand your responsibility in protecting the residents.” The young man sounded so sad. “Thank you for your time, and Merry Christmas!”


“Wait!”


“Yes?”


“Virginia is a beautiful state to visit at Christmas time! Let me give you our address in case you happen to be traveling through our area any time soon!”


“Bless you!”


Christmas Eve I arrived at work earlier than usual. Christmas lights twinkled on the decorated trees up and down the hallways. Carols drifted from beneath a resident’s closed door as I delivered the morning papers.


I was passing Grace Sheperd’s room when I suddenly froze in place. Grace sat in her usual rocking chair, her Bible open in her lap. Seated on the stool directly in front of her was a handsome young man with curly dark hair. His hand gently clasped Grace’s as she read The Christmas Story.


Suddenly Grace spotted me. “Paul, here’s the woman who helped you find me! Mary, please come and meet my grandson, Paul!”


I hurried inside as tears clouded my vision. The young man slowly rose to his feet, taking my hands in his.


“How can I ever thank you for leading me to my grandmother?” Shaking my head, I attempted to talk around the enormous lump in my throat.


“We both know it was a Christmas miracle!”


“Yes it was… Merry Christmas!”


“Merry Christmas, Paul. Merry Christmas, Grace!”
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