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People in Santa costumes ride on motorbikes near the Eiffel 
Tower during "Carabalade," the annual Santa Claus parade in 
Paris, France, on December 20, 2018. Charles Platiau / Reuters  

              It is not unusual for the Advent season to whiz by so 

quickly that we don’t realize we are in it until it is almost over. 

Each year, Grace Community Church provides an Advent guide to 

help approach the season with intentionality and a heart fixed 

towards hopeful anticipation of Jesus’ presence with us.  

To make best use of this guide, read the Introduction before you 

begin. Then progress through one week at a time, setting aside at 

least 30 minutes for reflection and associated activities. Family 

reflection and activities are included at the end of each section. 

It has been a joy preparing this guide for you, and our sin-

cere prayer is that it contributes meaningfully to your 

ability to have yourself a merry little Christmas. 
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               As we stand poised for the holiday season to begin, we have 

the opportunity to consider how we can capture it’s true meaning for 

ourselves. Advent is a time of expectant waiting and preparation 

for the commemoration of Jesus’ birth. It is a celebration of 

what makes our faith possible, centering on the joy found in re-

ceiving God’s gift of peace and his promise to make the broken 

whole again! That is, always has been, and always will be the core rea-

son for the season.  

Though the meaning of Christmas does not change year to year, our 

experience of it certainly can. Some years seem to overflow with feel-

ings of contentment and happiness. Others are attended by the sting of 

what—or who—is missing from the picture. Remaining rooted in the 

central meaning of Christmas permits us to engage both gratitude for 

what is and grief for what is not, both in the presence of our Savior. We 

can come into the presence of Jesus—Immanuel, God with us—in  

confident expectation that he will willingly embrace us in both 

our gratitude and our grief. As the Savior come to earth, he was 

fully human and experienced all the joys and pains that we do. He 

knows what it means to drink deeply from the well of God’s goodness, 

at the same time that his are understanding arms in which to cry.  

Acknowledging gratitude for what is and allowing grief for what is not 

in the presence of our Savior prepares the soil of our hearts with Jesus’ 

nourishment and joy.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

18-month-old Briell Digiacom of Lone Tree, Co, expresses herself while 
posing for a photo with Santa Claus with her 4-year-old sister, Keri,  
December 24, 2018, in Castle Rock, Colorado.  -David Zalubowski / AP 
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It is also worth noting that what is meaningful for ourselves often 

differs from what is meaningful for others. Just like our faith, it isn’t 

always expressed identically from person to person. This recognition 

helps us to appreciate the myriad ways that Jesus meets us in our  

humanity to bring us joy, peace, and Himself!  

Our desire for this guide is to cultivate an attitude of open curi-

osity, exploring together the many ways we can capture the  

central meaning of Advent. We have structured this guide to exam-

ine how people develop meaning through traditions. You will be given 

opportunity for reflection to encourage deeper understanding of your 

own traditions. Throughout the process, give yourself permission to 

capture meaning that is prayerful, personalized, and purposeful. 

Prayerfully think through the holiday activities you have 

planned, the expectations you carry, and your December calen-

dar. What can you add or take away to grow your wonder and 

joy? What about your approach to the season will help you to 

know Christ and make him known? What will deepen your  

capacity to love your Savior, self and others well? What will 

hinder these efforts? 

What aspects of the coming season are you most excited 

about? What losses, unmet longings, or sorrows might be  

magnified this season? How can you make space as needed for 

both gratitude and grief this season?   

Intentions orient our heart to what we want to seek; plans help 

us to actually carry out what we’ve set our heart on. Make a 

plan for how you will use this guide. Write out the time you will 

set aside each week, who will be present for the discussion and  

  activities, and where you’ll be.   
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Throughout his ministry, Jesus asked people to take stock of their tradi-

tions and to evaluate whether they functioned in ways that were helpful 

or counterproductive. He viewed those that brought us closer to God and 

into alignment with His ways as helpful, and those that brought us out of 

sync with Him as harmful.  

Common cultural traditions give us the sense that we are part of some-

thing larger than ourselves. We derive a sense of meaning from well-

worn customs that evoke our own memories and our collective 

holiday spirit. Very few traditions arise out of nowhere. They are  

frequently tied to a symbolic meaning that encourages us to remember 

something important. They are part of a collective story we are writing 

about what we value and why.  

Here are a few of our common cultural traditions and where they come 

from: 

 It is believed that Boniface, an 8th century English missionary, institut-

ed the first Christmas tree. He was attempting to convert the Druids 

who worshipped oak trees. He instead offered the balsam fir tree, 

using its triangular shape to describe the Trinity and the fact that its 

evergreen boughs pointed to heaven as a symbol of the one true God.  

 Gift giving is a very ancient tradition practiced throughout the world, 

with roots in expressions of thanks for bountiful provision at times of 

harvest. It became incorporated into Christmas traditions in recogni-

tion of the tributes brought by the Magi to the baby Jesus.  
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 Decorating the exterior of homes originated in north America during 

the Great Depression, when electric lights were becoming more 

widely available and people embraced them as a way to bring cheer 

and boost morale during that period of struggle. 

Knowing the origin of our fondest traditions helps connect them to the 

larger meaning of Christmas. Christianity does not dictate we forego our 

cultural traditions, but rather that we consider them in light of the larger 

meaning of the season and make decisions about them accordingly.    

 In Greece, boats called “karavaki” (or Christmas Boat) are decorated 

rather than Christmas trees. In Aristotelous Square in the city of 

Thessaloniki a huge Christmas tree and a 3-mast sailing ship are set 

up.   

 In the Philippians, the Christmas season begins in September and 

lasts all the way through the middle of January! They celebrate the 

longest of anyone in the world! 

 In Greenland, Christmas trees have to be imported, often from  

Denmark, because trees don’t grow that far north! Traditional gifts 

are model sledges, polished walrus tusks or sealskin mittens.  

 In Argentina it is warm during the Christmas season, so people like to 

put cotton balls on their Christmas trees to look like snow! Christmas 

decorations go up by December 8th—the day they celebrate Mary 

being told by the angel she was going to have Jesus.  Kids get their 

presents on January 6th, a day known as “Three Kings Day.”   

 Serbians follow the Julian Calander, so Christmas day is celebrated 

on January 7th. They put straw under the table to remember that 

Jesus was born in a stable.  After Christmas the straw is bundled up 

and hung outside on fruit trees in hopes that the trees will bear fruit 

in the harvest season! 
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Fans of the FC Union football club gather in the club's stadium to sing Christmas 
carols on December 23, 2018, in Berlin, Germany. The annual gathering has be-
come a firm tradition, now in its 16th year. All 28,500 tickets were sold. - Michele 
Tantussi / Getty 

Read Matthew 15:1-20. What does Jesus have to say about  

traditions? Pray about your own approach to traditions. Where 

might God be asking you to be more faithful to tradition, and 

where might He be asking you to let go? 

 

List all the family traditions you’ve had throughout the years, 

past and present, both small and big, just-for-fun and filled with 

meaning. Which tradition is your favorite, and why? Reflect on 

each of the traditions on your list: the meaning they have, how 

they came about, and the impact they have on the holiday  

season. Are they just a fun activity, did they deepen the awe 

and reverence of the season, or some combination of both?  

 

After taking stock, is there anything lacking? More time to 

simply find joy and have fun? More traditions that contribute to 

a deeper appreciation of Jesus and His birth?  How can you  

intentionally adjust your traditions accordingly? 
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Have each member of your family share their favorite family  

tradition and why they like it.  

Talk together about which traditions help us remember who Jesus 

is and why He came. Why do you think celebrating Jesus’ birthday  

important? 

If you could give Jesus a birthday present, what would it be? 

What would you include if you were planning His birthday party?

Find a Christmas tradition that is different from your own. Consid-

er one from a country you have heritage or connection with, or an 

activity that simply sounds interesting or fun. Use this tradition to 

try something different—to experience Christmas in a new and 

fresh way—as a means to enliven yourself to the new reality of 

what His coming represented that night in Bethlehem, and what 

this means to people all over the world! 

Grace Community Church has a new tradition we started a couple 

of years ago—looking for Lucas the Christmas spider hidden 

somewhere in the church. Make sure to try to find him on  

Sunday!  Click here for a story telling the Ukrainian Christmas  

Spider tradition 

As a family, begin practicing the Grace Airways memory verse for 

Advent: “Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to  

     you. He is Christ the Lord.” -Luke 2:11 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aSFkAjjnw-Y


10 

We all write a story with our lives. We progress through various chap-

ters, have significant people move in and out of the storyline, focus our 

attention on specific themes, and are shaped by key moments. Whether 

or not we attend to the story, we are indeed telling one.  

Our story is formed by the day by day, year by year decisions we 

make. The traditions and activities that surround our holiday celebra-

tions mark the unique story of our particular families. Some of these 

have been passed down, generation by generation, having begun in far 

away lands with far away customs. Others stem from our response to 

the particular life stage and season we are in. In this way, the story we 

tell with the way we celebrate Christmas is shaped by our family history, 

upbringing, experiences and memories of the holiday season.  

 You probably have many traditions associated with Christmas, built on 

all those years of personal history. Whether its family, food, excursions, 

or arguing over when the season officially begins, the trappings of Christ-

mas are replete with many different components which contribute to 

our experience of its meaning. For those with good experiences, your 

story of Christmas is likely one with overtones of joy, peace, and com-

fort. When your story has involved struggle, hurt, and unmet expecta-

tions it can read with more stress, sorrow, and a feeling of emptiness.  

Part of intentionality in Christmas means evaluating the story 

you have, and which parts of it you want to carry with you into 

the next chapters.  Forgoing our traditions requires forgetting our  

history, while overemphasizing traditions waters them down and thus 



11 

robs their purpose; Christ desires neither! The point is not so much 

what we do, but why we do it. Being intentional simply means to do 

something on purpose. Taking stock of our traditions and what they 

mean allows us to orient ourselves to what they say about our story.  

For those of us who have faith in Christ, a major theme of our 

story is hope. Hope is found in our God who is with us—redeeming 

our stories by the power of His Spirit who makes the most remarkable 

things out of all our intentions! Using the lens of God’s purpose 

through which to consider how our choices inform the story of our 

lives gives us a hopeful vision from which to rest. As we do things on 

purpose with this vision of Christ’s power working in and among us we 

are released from doing something just because it has always been 

done or the culture seems to demand it. Instead we can pursue our 

own choice to continue (or not) from a posture of hope.   

Living with intentionality also assists us in respecting the limitations of 

our actual lives—be they financial, time, our physical bodies, skills and 

abilities, whatever form they take. Many of these are legitimate pain 

points which can become amplified by the Christmas season. Hope 

offers us the reassurance that God has drawn near to us, un-

derstands our frailties, and holds us in the palm of his hand. 

We can trust him with every insufficiency. He can complete everything 

that we could not. Limitations also open the door for creativity, as we 

work within what we’ve been given, and for cultivating trust in Jesus 

that is deeper than we would have otherwise! 

We are always in the process of writing our story, whether we know it 

or not. And we can’t forget that other stories are being written parallel 

to and in conjunction with our own! The beauty of the Christmas 

season is God’s emphatic interjection into the story of the en-

tire world, introducing to EVERYONE the central character of 

history, who wants to enter into our part of the story and 

bring in new life, hope, and a promise for a story that ends with 

the redemption of all broken things! 
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A man dressed in a Santa outfit tours a neighborhood on 
the outskirts of the Iraqi central city of Najaf on December 
25, 2018.- Haidar Hamdani /  AFP / Getty 

 

Read Psalm 139. Prayerfully reflect on what it means for God to 

hold your story in His hands (as verse 16 indicates). Take note 

of anything from the psalm that makes it easier to entrust your 

story to God. 

 

If someone else were to watch your life like a movie, what 

would their main takeaways be about what is important to 

you? What would you need to adjust about the script for hope 

to shine as a major theme? 

Remember, Jesus is the meaning—not the activities we do, the 

feelings we have or the behaviors we hope for. With respect to 

the season you are in and any relevant limitations, how can you 

release yourself from obligations or expectations accordingly? 

With a hope-filled vision of Christ’s power working in and   

 among you, what activities will you persevere in?    
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Share with each other about what your favorite book or story is. 

What makes it special?  

Read Luke 2:8-20 as a family. What was the main point of the  

message the angel gave the shepherds? 

What does hope mean? Develop a definition together as a family. 

Then talk about why Jesus is our source of hope.  

Go outside together after it is dark. (If possible, drive a little ways 

out of town so you can see the stars more clearly.) Look up at the 

dark sky, then have someone turn on a bright flashlight and shine 

it in directly at each person. What is it like to have a bright light 

suddenly appear in the dark? How is that similar to what the shep-

herds experienced? What do you imagine the glory of God shining 

around the shepherds was like? 

Write a play together that reenacts the angel coming to give good 

news of great joy to the shepherds. Get as creative as you want, 

with dialog, costumes, props, etc. Use your imagination to think 

about the story in new ways! For example, if the sheep could talk, 

what would they say? Put the play on together, perhaps with 

grandparents as an audience (they love that sort of thing!).  

Continue practicing the Grace Airways memory verse for Advent: 

“Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you. He is 

Christ the Lord.” -Luke 2:11 
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One classic Christmas song leads us down a potentially problematic 

path—“It’s the most wonderful time of the year.” The lyrics of this 

song underscore all the reasons that Christmas is supposed to be  

special, or somehow better than any other time of the year. It’s the 

happ-happiest season of all! However, consider Mary, the mother of 

Jesus. The angel had told her she was highly favored—she had found 

favor with God! Then there was all the loneliness, the misunderstand-

ings, the rejections that followed. It seems likely it would have been a 

long and exhausting nine months for Mary and Joseph! Then they ar-

rive in Bethlehem to discover no room for them. Was a stable really 

the way the Lord favors? The baby would be coming soon; were they 

to have him here? Right from the very first Christmas, there were  

humans coping with unmet expectations and what they might 

mean.   

For us, the problem comes in when we get too invested in trying to 

make Christmas the most wonderful time of the year, instead of simply 

acknowledging that it is the most wonderful time of the year. Because 

it celebrates the arrival of our Savior, Christmas is already  

special! Christmas doesn’t actually need us to make it special, because 

Jesus doesn’t need us to make him special. Nothing we contribute can  

fundamentally add to or diminish the magnitude of who Jesus is, the 

work he has done on our behalf, and how much he loves us.  

Neither providing a perfected party nor failing to live up to some  
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expectation—external or self-imposed—can alter the intrinsic meaning 

of Christmas. We can lean into this knowledge to release ourselves to 

just celebrate Jesus.  

The beauty of our Savior is that from the beginning He sets us up 

for joy in the midst of heartache, discomfort, and unlikely cir-

cumstances. You see, Jesus does not need us, but He desperately 

wants us! It is for that reason He drew close to us, coming as a baby, 

born in that stable so long ago. The first Christmas and all the Christ-

mases to follow are therefore not dependent on us ensuring every-

thing goes perfectly. To borrow the comforting assurance of the words 

of Dr. Seuss: “He hadn’t stopped Christmas from coming, it came. 

Somehow or other it came just the same.” 

The celebration of Jesus’ birth as it occurred 2000 years ago would 

probably be considered meager by the standards of our culture. No 

ceremony, no feast, and besides a few lowly shepherds, no grand  

announcement broadcast to the world. Yet our celebration is meaning-

less without the occurrence of His birth! Simple doesn’t mean una-

dorned or unceremonious. It means that all of what we put 

forth is oriented toward our love for Jesus and a desire to glo-

rify and celebrate Him, the way He desires we do—by drawing 

close to Him and experiencing the joy, peace, and love that His birth 

inaugurated and commemorates!  

Click here to view a spoken word piece which provides a beautiful 

reminder that Jesus came, and that alone is enough.  

 

Celebrate simply Jesus! 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ASrdsKHGK0o
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A girl looks at Christmas trees outside a store in Goma, 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, on December 22, 
2018.  -Patrick Meinhardt / AFP / Getty 

 

Read Luke 2. What expectations might the people in the story 

have had about Jesus’ birth? Were they met or unmet? Prayer-

fully consider your own expectations about Christmas. Are you 

willing to hold them lightly, making space for God to do some-

thing different than you expect?  

 

What simple and small ways have you experienced Jesus’ peace 

so far this season? What can you store up in your heart to think 

of often, like Mary did (Luke 2:19)? 

Gather around candlelight at some point this week and reread 

Luke 2:1-7, reflecting on the love and simple beauty of our  

Savior who came. Deliberately create a space that is quiet and 

calm, free of extra noise or distraction. Permit yourself time to 

sit in this space, meditating on who Jesus is and resting in Him. 
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Talk about a time when things did not go the way you had planned 

or wanted them to go. Did it turn out okay in the end, or not? How 

did you feel about the situation? (Make sure to emphasize to  

children that feeling glad and feeling sad—or some combination of 

both—are normal responses to unmet expectations, and that we 

can talk about these feelings with people we love and with God.) 

Can anyone stop Christmas from coming? Why or why not? What 

might this mean for whether anyone can stop God’s plan?

Watch or read Dr. Seuss’s  How the Grinch Stole Christmas, talking 

with your family about the truth that “Christmas came, it came 

just the same.”   

Make a list of everything that makes Christmas special. This can 

include activities, events, traditions, objects, food—anything that 

is special to you. Then cross off anything from the list that is not 

strictly required in order for you to celebrate the true meaning of 

Christmas. How would Christmas look different if the things you 

crossed off did not happen this year? What does this mean for 

what you need to have at Christmas versus what you want to 

have? (Keep this list!—you’ll need it next week.) 

See if you can recite the Grace Airways memory verse for Advent! 

(Look back to page 13 if you need a refresher.)
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One of the joys of Christmas is experiencing it through the eyes 

of a child. Children permit themselves to get swept up in the wonder 

and delight of the season, instead of tied up in the anxiety and busy-

ness that can characterize the adult experience of the holidays.   

In Matthew 7:9-11, Jesus makes the point that if human beings know 

how to give good gifts to those they love, how much more true is it 

that God knows how to give good gifts to His children? There is good-

ness in our world because a good God put it there, and it stands 

to reason that if He put it there, it is because He meant for it to 

be enjoyed. To paraphrase Matthew 7 a bit, if earthly fathers get joy 

from watching wonder and delight through the eyes of their children, 

how much more so does our heavenly Father experience joy at watch-

ing the wonder and delight of His children?  

It is commonly recognized that the holidays are a time to set down 

some of our responsibilities. This is most formally accomplished by the 

fact that most employers provide time off of work. There is value in 

simply resting from work; there is also value in engaging fun. We have 

all heard it said that laughter is the best medicine, and increasingly the 

science is bearing this out as correct—laughter reduces stress, soothes 

tension, improves mood, and can even relieve pain.  

Not every tradition needs to have a deep and somber spiritual signifi-

cance. Sometimes, bringing a smile to God’s face by pursuing de-

light and enjoyment for their own sake is reason enough. 
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Brandy’s family eats at a gas  

station on Christmas Eve and  

everyone gets to pick anything 

they want for their dinner, even if 

it’s all junk food. 

Mel’s children receive big balls 

of streamer with small gifts 

and coins wrapped inside that 

they race to unroll. 

Robin’s family builds elaborate gingerbread houses...and then 

blows them up with fireworks on New Year’s Eve! 

Erik and his wife hide 

the three wisemen for 

their kids to find and 

add to the nativity. 

Dale’s family reads from 

a book called Jotham’s 

Journey, about a Jewish 

boy’s journey to Bethle-

hem, and then enjoys a 

cup of eggnog together. 

Jonathan finds a time 

to secretly stuff his 

wife’s stocking full of 

little surprises. 

Chelsea’s family makes hundreds 

of buckeyes (peanut butter balls) 

while they dance in the kitchen 

and steal “taste tests.” 
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Waterskiing reindeer make their annual Christmas Eve 
appearance along the waterfront in Alexandria, Virginia, 
on December 24, 2018.  -James Lawler Duggan / Reuters 

 

CS Lewis once wrote in an essay: “When I became a man I put 

away childish things, including the fear of childishness and the 

desire to be very grown up.” 

For adults, with or without children, the Christmas season pro-

vides many opportunities for the child within us to relearn the 

story of the birth of Christ through play, imagination and fun.  

Read Matthew 7:9-11. Prayerfully consider your approach to 

the holidays. Where might you “put away the fear of childish-

ness” and embrace our good God’s gift of fun? 

 

What have you enjoyed and delighted in most this season?  

What fun awaits you in the coming week?   

What just-for-fun things will you be sure to protect for yourself 

and/or your family?   
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Which parts of Christmas do you think are the most fun? What 

parts do you think God might like the most? Make sure you tell 

children that God created everything, including fun! 

Who do you think is better at having fun—grown ups or kids? 

What advice would grown ups give to kids about having fun? 

What advice would kids give to grown ups about how to have fun?

Revisit the list of activities you made during Week Three (page 

17). Which ones fall into the category of just-for-fun? Pick one or 

two to do together as a family, making sure to take time before, 

during or after to give thanks to God that He created fun and 

wants us to enjoy good things! 

Play a game of “make me laugh.” See who in your family is the 

easiest to make laugh, and who is hardest. For even more fun, 

make a recording of yourselves laughing and then play it back so 

you can hear what it sounds like! 

Give the kids control! Set aside some time for purely child-guided 

activities. Make sure to set up ground rules (e.g., whether it can 

cost money, can be outside the house, etc.), then allow them to 

pick whatever they want to do. All the grown ups have to partici-

pate in the activities with the kids. Get creative—the sillier, the 

better!  
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A man dressed as Santa Claus holds a flare as he sits in a 
boat during Christmas Eve celebrations in Imperia, Italy, 
on December 24, 2018. Antonio Calanni / AP  

As the holiday season reaches its pinnacle, carve out a few minutes for 

final reflection on how these past weeks went. Are there things you 

tried that failed miserably, or things that sparked a new sense of won-

der, peace, or joy?   

Taking time to reflect helps us live fully into the reality of our lives.  

Remember, capturing the central meaning of Christmas permits us to 

engage both gratitude for what is and grief for what is not. We lay these 

before the presence of our Savior, trusting in His work on our behalf.  

He came as a baby to be with us and to rescue us!  

Joy comes from a settled assurance that God loves me, is with me, 

has forgiven me, and is in control of all the details of my life—

working in everything for my good and His glory.  
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Pray over the difficult conversations and situations you experi-

enced this season. Ask God to help you let love lead your 

thoughts, plans and decisions for changes you may need to 

make next year. Release outcomes into the capable hands of 

your Savior—resting in your identity as His child. 

 

What expectations or demands added stress to your holiday 

season? Where would it have been useful to accept Jesus’ 

invitation to lean in and let go? 

The celebration of Christmas is a reminder of the joy that is 
available to us in Jesus! What ways did the traditions and  
activities you participated in help you to capture meaning? 
Where did the peace of Christ rule in your heart? What  
enabled you to practice loving like Jesus loves?  

 

 

Let’s join with Charlie Brown and Linus in  
remembering just what Christmas is all about: 

Click here to view a scene from Charles Shultz’ Charlie 
Brown Christmas 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kH0PeNbI3to
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* Photos taken from: https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2018/12/
photos-christmas-around-the-world-2018/579022/ 
*Fun Facts taken from Wycliffe 12 days of Christmas with Kate and Mack,  
https://www.wycliffe.org/resources/kids 

People sit on a promenade illuminated with colored lights as part of Christmas 
celebrations in Mumbai, India, on December 24, 2018. #-Danish Siddiqui / Reuters 

Sundays @ 8:30am & 10:30am 

Christmas Eve @ 4pm & 5:30pm 

www.gracecomm.org 

https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2018/12/photos-christmas-around-the-world-2018/579022/#img30

