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Her unwavering faith in Christ has made her a pillar of strength for our family. She is a shining example of the virtuous woman of Proverbs 31. She opens her mouth with wisdom and kindness, fearing the Lord.

Grateful for her example and love, I take this opportunity to rise up and call her blessed. In my quest to be more like Christ, I’ve discovered that the closer to Him I become, the more of my grandmother I see in myself.

She has a unique way of making each of her children and grandchildren believe they’re her favorite (but secretly, I know I really am).


THE CHRISTMAS NAME

I’m often asked about my name, Candy Christmas. Yes, this really is my name. When I was born, my parents named me Carmel Lynn Hemphill. But as my dad peered at me through the window of the hospital nursery, he said, “That’s my Candy girl.” From that moment, I was called Candy.
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Do you believe God has a sense of humor? I do, because in 1987 Candy Hemphill married a young minister named Kent Christmas—and I became Candy Christmas!

The Christmas name came to us from our ancestors, who were German immigrants. They followed their dreams for a better life to America, but at that time, there was friction between our two countries. They thought it would be best to downplay their nationality by changing their name. Having landed in the States on Christmas Day, they took on the name “Christmas” to commemorate the momentous occasion. Consequently, our German name has been lost over the years.

Nearly two centuries later, we’re still proudly carrying the Christmas name and legacy, enjoying the bounty of this great nation and the abundant life we have in Christ Jesus.

“I am come that they might have life, and that they might have it more abundantly.”

John 10:10
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Welcome, friend! I’m so pleased to have you as my guest. Please join me for an intimate journey through my home to an enchanted yuletide in the Christmas family fashion.

Christmas is a special time of year when family and tradition blend together into magical holiday grandeur. It’s a time to express love for one another and celebrate the heritage of our faith at the many parties and festive gatherings with those who are dear.

Nestled in the pages of this book, you’ll find many of my favorite recipes that have been tried and proven throughout the years. Most of these wonderful delicacies were handed down to me by family members and are as much a part of our holiday tradition as carving Turkey Tom on Christmas Eve.

You’ll also find fun candy and craft ideas designed with tiny hands in mind. My children and I love preparing them together, and in doing so, we’ve made many happy memories, enriched our relationships, and brought special cheer to our holiday.

I’ll be sharing with you many entertaining ideas and family holiday traditions, as well as some of my most treasured Christmas memories and miracles. It is my hope that throughout the lines of every page—each story, poem, lyric, or tradition—a common thread will be revealed: The Christmas season is wonderful because we celebrate the birth of the “Wonderful, Counselor, The mighty God, The everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace” (Isaiah 9:6). Without Him the holiday season has no joy. I share with you the experiences of my life only through the light of faith in Christ, because He is my life.

So after your majestic pine has been filled with sparkling lights, your home is cheerfully adorned, and your guests are seated for your elegant feast, I hope you’ll pause for a moment to say, “Happy Birthday, Jesus. Thank You for all You’ve done for us.”

“For in him we live, and move, and have our being.” Acts 17:28
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CHAPTER ONE

TRIMMING THE TREE

“’Tis the season …” It all begins when the fresh smell of newly cut pine fills the house. Boxes stuffed with ornaments chronicling Christmases past are stacked beside the couch waiting to be emptied and sent back to the attic. White twinkle lights are draped across furniture to keep them from tangling while they’re plugged in to be sure every bulb will light when they re strung. Children dance around the room, eagerly anticipating the big event that signals the start of the best season of all. It’s Christmastime! And when the tree goes up, the party begins.


LIGHTING UP CHRISTMAS

Trimming the tree usually marks the start of the holiday activities in our home. It kindles the first discernible flicker of the Christmas spirit in my children’s eyes—a glow that grows brighter as we chatter, laugh, and reminisce about Christmases past. This is a time when the whole family can have fun working on a project together.

We usually have several Christmas trees throughout our home: one in each of the family rooms and in the children’s bedrooms. I like to try new decorating ideas on our “fancy” tree in the great room. It stands with its white lights illuminated in front of the picture window for all who pass by to enjoy. We have a more traditional tree in our den especially for my husband and our children, who enjoy a tree with colored lights (like the large bulbs used when I was a child) and old-fashioned ornaments. We like to fill this tree with candy canes of all flavors that we enjoy throughout the season.
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My son Nicholas, nine, loves to be involved in every aspect of tree trimming. From assembling our artificial trees to stringing lights and hanging ornaments, he is completely captivated by the whole process. Of course, he has his own idea of just how it should be done. When each tree is “finished,” you can tell at a glance where Nicholas has been working. Most of his ornaments hang within a two-foot radius—within his reach from right to left, and from his eye level on down. He takes great pride in his tree-trimming skills, and I would never dampen his spirits; so I praise him as though he’s done a professional job. As soon as he leaves the room, I redistribute the decorations more evenly around the tree. So far he has been none the wiser. I wouldn’t trade this time with him for anything. I know he won’t always be this age, and one day his attention will be drawn to other places and things.

Jasmine, fourteen, is different. She has come to realize that tree trimming isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. The bottom line is, trimming the tree is a lot of work! She’s content to leave untangling wires, checking fuses, changing bulbs, and stringing lights round and round the tree to Nicholas and me.

But when it’s time to begin the actual decorating, she suddenly appears—giggling and excited—ready to help. I don’t mind this either. I’ve decided that whatever it takes to make it fun for both of them is all right with me. What’s important is that we’re together and they’re happy.

I like to keep a pot of stew, chili, or gumbo from my native Louisiana simmering on the stove for a cozy, informal dinner. It’s nice to take a break from our work to sit back and admire our accomplishments.

Someday my children will be on their own, pursuing their individual lives and dreams. That’s why I feel it’s so important now to create a climate of comfort and joy and lasting memories of Christmas tree trimming that they can look back on with fondness when they’re adults.
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“He that is of a merry heart hath a continual feast.”

Proverbs 15:15


A STRING OF LIGHTS
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Christmas was coming! Even at seven I knew unmistakably that Christmas was coming because today was tree-trimming day. My parents had made the event into an exciting and joyful family tradition that lasted all afternoon and well into the evening. First, Dad led us deep into the lush Louisiana woods, where we picked out the perfect tree to grace our home. Then, as we approached the front steps bearing our trophy and flushed with the cold and excitement, we were greeted by wonderful aromas from the kitchen. While we had been out tree hunting, Mother had been busy preparing a special dinner for the happy occasion.

While Mom continued her tantalizing work in the kitchen, the rest of us prepared to trim the tree. We retrieved from the attic huge boxes full of our beloved collection of ornaments and strands of colorful lights. Dad began sawing and leveling the tree trunk so it would fit into the stand. My oldest brother, Joey, and I carefully organized the tinsel and glass balls. Trent, our middle brother, had eagerly volunteered for the tedious job of checking each light on the many strands, knowing that if one light were faulty, the whole strand would fail to light. We may not have realized it then, but those lights were a perfect symbol of family—connected, each one important, each impacted by the success or failure of the others.

Trent painstakingly laid out each strand of lights along the length of our brand-new wine-colored Naugahyde sofa, meticulously testing each bulb to make sure all were securely in their sockets and in perfect working order.

During the course of our various tasks, Mother called from the kitchen: “Supper is ready and on the table!” We dropped what we were doing and ran to find our places at the dinner table. We all had worked up hearty appetites. As we ate and talked over the events of the day, my dad paused for a moment as if observing something.

“Honey,” he asked Mother, “did you leave something on the stove? I smell something burning.”

“I don’t think I did, but I smell it too,” she replied and hurried to the kitchen to check. “There’s nothing here,” she called.

Instantly one thought struck each of us. The entire family dashed from the table back to the family room, where we had left decorations strewn everywhere. The strands of Christmas lights were just as Trent had left them, shining brightly—burning perfectly symmetrical holes in our beautiful new sofa!

Trent began to howl. He was truly sorry for his careless mistake. Dad quickly stepped to the outlet to unplug the lights while Mother put her arms around Trent to console him. We stood motionless, stunned by the scene that had unfolded. Then we quietly returned to the table to finish our evening meal.

As time went by, we came to accept our sofa with its new characteristics and kept it as a fixture in our home for many years. When friends came to visit and were offered a seat on our less-than-perfect furniture, we often shared this story with fondness and laughter. Our sofa became a constant reminder of the bonds of love, the interconnectedness of family, and the rich, family traditions we share during the holiday season and all year long.
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“How good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity!”

Psalm 133:1


His Name Is Jesus

Mary, Mary, what’s His name
Did you name Him after His father
Or for one of the prophets of old
Whom we cherish and honor
Mary, Mary, tell us again
We have never heard it before
It brings such joy and peace to our hearts
Please won’t you tell us once again
His name is Jesus, proclaimed by the angel
His name is Jesus, He is Emmanuel
Hope of the ages, Promised deliverer
His name is Jesus, God with us dwells
Mary, now we know it is true
Not just because you have told us
But for ourselves His love we have felt
And wonderful peace that enfolds us
Mary, still you were chosen of God
To bear the one we adore
Sweet is the name that the angel proclaimed
Please won’t you tell us once more

© 1996 TRUMPET CALL MUSIC/BMI

WORDS AND MUSIC: JOEL AND LABREESKA HEMPHILL
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Chicken Gumbo

MAKES 12 SERVINGS; PICTURED ON PAGE 10

    2 fryer chickens, thoroughly rinsed

    1 pound smoked sausage, thinly sliced

    1 bunch green onions, diced

    1 bell pepper, chopped

    3 stalks celery, chopped
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