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Preparing to Bloom 

Laura Kadwell 

To prepare for the birth of the Christ Child, we are invited to 

examine our hearts and souls – to go inward in search of the 

place that needs to be filled, to feel the absence of Christ in 

order to understand what Christ’s arrival means to our lives.   

In her book Into the Paradox, Toni McNaron uses a gardening 

metaphor to describe the process – and challenges -- of going 

inward.  In her words, 

As a passionate gardener whose front yard does not 
contain a single blade of grass, I have on many occasions 
decided to plant bulbs in the fall so as to have early 
blooming things in the Minnesota spring.  Jonquils, tulips, 
and hyacinths have gone into the cooling earth in 
November only to put forth lots of green leaves and 
virtually no blooms in April.  The reason for this is simple:  
I ignore instructions that say to bury the bulbs a full eight 
inches in the ground… Reason tells me I am not digging 
deep enough to allow the bulbs to mature fully and 
produce flowers, yet I stop an inch or so short. 
 
Over and over in my life, I have pulled myself back from 
those extra two or three inches because I haven’t wanted 
to learn or feel what I know exists in that remaining 
space.   
 

During Advent, God invites us to dig those additional inches so 

that what God plants on Christmas Day – and throughout the life 

of Christ – will bloom for the glory of God and the unity of 

humankind.  

 

 



Sunday, November 30 

                                           First Sunday in Advent 

Laura Kadwell 

Durham Cathedral is a huge Romanesque building overlooking 

the River Wear in Northeast England, not far from the border 

with Scotland and the North Sea.  Beginning with monks who had 

fled Lindisfarne to escape Viking raiders, the faithful have 

worshipped on the site since 995, laying the foundation of the 

cathedral in 1093. 

In 2001, on the first Sunday of Advent, we made our pilgrimage 

to Durham to attend the annual Procession with Carols at 

Durham Cathedral.  Arriving around 5:30 for the 7:00 service, we 

took seats and began our wait.   

The cavernous space began to fill with worshippers, coming in 

from the darkness that is the northern coast of England as winter 

descends.  It was – as it often is there – dark by 3:30, cold, windy 

and damp.  It was perfectly quiet and remained so until first the 

organ, then the Officiant, then the choir began the service, 

during which the choir moved from west to east, from darkness 

to light.   

I was present with those who have waited at this place for over 

one thousand years, with all who know the darkness and yearn 

for the light, with the faithful who believe there is light for them 

and for all.  I have seldom felt so deeply the intense darkness and 

the possibilities in the light as I felt in that place with all the 

saints at Durham Cathedral, singing: 

Come, thou long-expected Jesus,  Born to set thy people free, 

From our fears and sins release us, Let us find our rest in thee. 



 

Monday, December 1 

Remember to walk with trees… 

Cynthia Tofflemire 

 

When I first heard this phrase it reflected the benefit and my 

need to be in nature and enjoy its serenity and beauty.  I like to 

garden and the time I spend in nature or digging in the dirt helps 

me reflect and consider.  I find a deeper level of spirituality as I 

feel the cool breeze on my neck, hear the crunching of leaves 

under my feet, and consider the incredible and wondrous colors 

and textures around me and the animals I come across. 

However, upon further consideration the phrase began to mean 

more to me.  It doesn't say walk around or along the trees, but 

walk with the trees.    This at first seems impossible since trees 

don't walk…this phrase became a reminder for me to stop and 

consider where others are coming from, what they may be going 

through, what their experiences have been to bring them to this 

place in their life.     

                                        

 

 

 

 

 

                                           



Tuesday, December 2 

Hyla Crucifer 

Sharon Johnson 

This past spring, peepers were singing in louder chorus that I 
ever remember.  
Perhaps the winter was very long for them, too, or the marshy 
areas of Wirth Park had expanded with all the rain.  

I love the emergence of spring peepers, but I have never seen 
one. They are very small, and no matter how quietly I walk down 
to the pond, the frogs closest stop calling on my approach.  
Nevertheless, I know they are there.   

According to Scientific American "some frogs, such as the spring 
peeper (Hyla crucifer), are not adept at digging into the mud to 
hibernate, and instead seek out deep cracks and crevices in logs 
or rocks, or just  dig down as far as they can in the leaf litter. 
These frogs are not as well protected from frigid weather and 
may freeze. 
And yet the frogs do not die. Ice crystals form in such places as 
the body cavity and bladder under the skin, and a high 
concentration of glucose in the frog's vital organs prevents 
freezing. A partially frozen frog will stop breathing, and its heart 
will stop beating. It will appear quite dead. But when its 
environment warms up above freezing, the frog's frozen portions 
will thaw, and its heart and lungs resume activity.” 

The spring peeper's Latin name is hyla crucifer.  The word 
crucifer, as we know, is Latin for cross; this little frog has two 
brown lines that cross on its belly.   One doesn't even have to 
stretch to reach the Gospel story... that which was dead, and is 
alive; that bears the mark of the cross; which is seldom visible, 
but whose presence is felt and gives joy to those who will listen... 

This is the time of year they are burrowing in.  They are digging 
deep in the leaf litter. They are entering their time of waiting.   

Advent is this time in the cycle.  We are hunkering down, and 
know the song will come. 



                                       

                                             Wednesday, December 3 

I know the One who is… 

Jamie Schultz  

Dale Watson has long been a crusader for true country music and 

laments the direction the industry has taken in recent decades.  

He remains faithful to the greats:  Johnny Cash, Ray Price, Loretta 

Lynn.  When challenged about whether he is a true country 

musician he says, no, he is not.  I once saw video of Dale 

preaching a little sermon on the topic.  “Look, in these difficult 

times of country music I’m running naked in the wilderness, 

eating locusts and wild honey.  I’m not the one, but I know who 

the one is.”   

He’s referring to John the Baptist, of course, who came 

proclaiming the impending arrival of the messiah.  “I’m not the 

one,” said John “but I know who the one is.”  Advent doesn’t 

begin with the story of angels and Mary and announcement of a 

birth.  It begins with uncertainty about the future.  It begins in 

the wilderness with a quirky prophet telling us to prepare.  “I’m 

not the one, but we need to make things ready for when he gets 

here.”  What do we do?  Run around, cram all kinds of activity 

into one month and often end up overspent, exhausted, 

unsatisfied. Stop for a minute and listen to the voice of the one 

crying in the wilderness.     

Advent invites us to consider our longings.  What do we really 

want during this time?  The prophet insists he is not the one, but 

he knows who the one is.  May the gifts we give and receive this 

season be those that truly satisfy.   

 



 

Thursday, December 4 

Wait for it ... 

Chaz Nove 
 

Santa Claus advertises 
cars before election day 
but this is not Christmas. 

Inoffensive seasonal music 
permeates public places 
but this is not Christmas. 

 
Wait for it ... 

 
Christmas is not the calendar 

nor the gift giving 
nor the peppermint everything. 

Christmas creeps up on you 
when you’ve almost forgotten 
the way it’s supposed to feel. 

 
Wait for it ... 

 
Charlie Brown’s crew breaks into 

Hark the Herald Angels Sing. 
Brightly wrapped presents grow 

under a fragrant tree. 
Silent perfect snow flutters 

between colored pinpoints of light. 
 
 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Wait for it ... 
 

Children chaos their way 
through another pageant. 

A young couple and their babe 
light Advent candles. 

Candlelit faces and teary eyes 
harmonize on Silent Night. 

 
Wait for it ... 

 
At the table or in the calm 

or in everyday routine 
Christmas will come 
if you but wait for it 

ready and open and inviting 
and oh so attentive. 

 
Wait for it ... 

 
Do not chase Christmas down 

or it will run away. 
Let Christmas curl up contented 

next to your heart. 
 

© 2014 C Nove. 

 

 

 

 



Friday, December 5 

The Gift of Waiting 

Laura Kadwell 

God gives us only one task during Advent: to wait.  

We don’t like to wait.  Watch the drivers speeding up to get 

through the yellow light.  Listen to impatient travelers at the 

airport as they yell their frustrations at helpless staff.  Observe 

the shoppers tapping their feet and idly gazing at tabloids while 

standing in line at grocery stores.    

Waiting is difficult.  I remember waiting for Christmas as a child, 

for the prom as a teenager, for the birth of a child as an adult.  I 

remember the admonishments meant to keep me calm.  “All 

things worth having are worth waiting for.”  “All things come to 

those who wait.”  I also remember, “Life is what happens while 

you are making other plans” – the notion that we miss life itself 

when we focus on what will be rather than what is. 

Advent is the season when the present is for waiting.  We wait 

because we must.  We wait because we trust that our wait will 

be rewarded.  We wait because we do not choose the moment 

when God will reveal God’s self.  God chooses the moment.  

John Milton captured the essence of Advent in his poem, “On His 

Blindness”:  “They also serve who only stand and wait.”  The gift 

of waiting is the gift of faith.  Rather than speed through the 

intersection (and through life), rather than growing impatient 

with the lines (and with the pace of life), we could simply … wait.  

In waiting we prepare a place in our hearts and in our busy lives 

for God.     

 
 



 
 
 

Saturday, December 6 

 

Snowfall 
 

Gabriela Mistral 
Translated by Joel Sundseth 

 
The snow has come down, a goddess, 

to know the valley. 
It’s come down, and it’s better 

than the stars. 
Let’s watch it fall! 

 
Silencing and silent 

it falls in the doorways 
and calls without calling 

like the Virgin, like dreams. 
Let’s watch it come! 

 
It undoes the great nest of heaven 

and sends it flying. 
Feathers fall in the valley, 

on the plain, 
on the trees. 

 
Maybe it broke, 

in falling and falling, 
a message from God our Lord. 

Maybe it was his cloak, 
his image, his love. 

 
 
 
 

 



 

 
 

Monday, December 8 

A time of gathering 

Jame Cole 

 

Christmas is a time of gathering, a time of love, and a time of 

amazing gifts in Christ. We are all very special in our own ways, 

and there are many different meanings of Christmas. Some see 

Christmas as a day of giving gifts and receiving gifts, some see 

this day as a day of joyful new life, and some see this day as a day 

to celebrate the coming of our lord Jesus Christ. To me Christmas 

is the day of joy and the day of Christ. There have been things in 

my life that make me very apprehensive of Christmas. In my life, 

family gatherings have been a great thing, however, in the past 

there have been many issues that have been brought up on this 

day in particular. Grandparents, aunts, and parents were all 

fighting about personal issues, and things that shouldn't be 

fought about on this day. But in the long run, Christmas means a 

lot to me because of all of the amazing things that happen on this 

day, like the family gatherings, and the gift giving, and the 

praising of our Lord. I will always keep a soft spot in my heart for 

this day.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Tuesday, December 9 

But then what? 

Kevin Krein 

One of the most vivid Christmas memories I have is probably 

from when I was seven years old. Like any kid, I could barely 

sleep at all Christmas Eve, and I couldn’t wait for the following 

morning so I could tear into all of the presents. Growing up, we’d 

leave the Christmas lights turned on the tree during the night on 

Christmas Eve. I remember sneaking into the living room very 

early in the morning, and just basking in the glow of the tree—

both careful trying not to make any noise, but also secretly trying 

to make enough noise to wake up my parents, with the hope that 

they’d let me open my presents at two or three in the morning. 

But it didn’t work. My father eventually wandered out into the 

living room and ushered me back to bed for a few more hours.  

We spend a lot of time waiting during the holidays, don’t we? We 

are waiting until the last minute for buying gifts. Waiting until the 

right gift for that special person comes along. Waiting for 

relatives who have travelled long distances. Waiting for 

Christmas morning—then it arrives. It all happens so fast, and we 

no longer have to wait. But then what? What comes next? 

It seems like we just perpetually wait for something to arrive, 

and then when it does, we are rarely living within that moment. 

Instead, we’ve already moved onto the next.  

 

 



 

Wednesday, December 10 

20 Years of Wednesdays at BMPC 

Greg Snow 

I have a long, checkered musical past.  I performed on stage well 

over 500 times before I was 23. Then, thoroughly burned out, I 

quit all things musical for several years. When my wife Vera and I 

stumbled into Bryn Mawr in 1992, I didn’t tell anyone I was a 

singer. Eventually, I was ready to start music again. I knew I 

would eventually start singing in this little church, but the choir 

only rehearsed on Sunday mornings 30 minutes before church, 

and not regularly. I struggled with that for 2 years.  

About a month before Christmas 1994, the Bryn Mawr He-Man 

Movie Club was winding down after some lousy Steven Segal 

movie in the bar at Chili’s on 394 (just recently demolished.) We 

were laughing and carrying on like unsupervised guys do, when 

out-of-the-blue I asked if they ever thought about being in a 

choir. My question was answered with stunned silence and shifty 

eyes. But nobody said no. So we set a date to start practicing. 

After four rehearsals and with sheet music clutched tightly in our 

hands, 12 men were singing O Christmas Tree in church. The 

ovation was so overwhelming, that we agreed to sing the 

following Sunday, which was Christmas Day. That Wednesday we 

hustled together and we learned Go Tell It On The Mountain out 

of the old maroon hymnal for Christmas morning. The reception 

was even more joyous than the previous Sunday. After church, 

long before the bro-hug was common place, 12 goofy guys 

hugged each other knowing that we had just done something 

really special on a Christmas morning. We met  again on 

Wednesday to rehearse and never stopped. My records show 



that we sang 31 different songs in 1995. That’s impressive given 

there are only 52 Sundays in a year.  

After 20 years of Wednesdays, I’m still grateful for the Cedar 

Lake 7. I still get excited every time I get to sing with the boys. 

My spiritual life is fed by making music with my friends. 

 

 

 

Friday, December 12 

Waiting and Hoping 

Sally Neverman 

Advent was a special time to be pregnant; I felt good and was 

waiting for my baby to come on December 12.  I learned with 

Valerie (our oldest daughter) who was almost two weeks late, 

that nobody tells the baby the due date. Since I was in grad 

school with a final test that day, my professor let me write 

a paper so I would be done earlier. So by December 12, I was 

ready for the baby to come and tired of waiting. When asked if I 

wanted a boy, I blurted out that I hoped for another girl. We 

made plans for if the baby was born before, during, or after 

Christmas. With no family in the Twin Cities, we asked friends to 

take care of Valerie. I saw a midwife on Christmas Eve who 

scheduled my first ultrasound on the day after Christmas. It 

never happened because by then I was in labor, and Rachel was 

born December 27. Valerie held her baby sister first, followed by 

Doug and then admiring friends who came to visit. The waiting 

was over – Rachel was healthy, happy, and a girl – everything I 

had hoped for!  



For centuries, the Jews had been waiting for a messiah, the man 

who they hoped would set their people free. They knew that he 

would come from the house of David but not when or where he 

would arrive. I’ve heard that a Jewish bride is wished: “May you 

be the one.” What were Mary’s hopes and feelings while she was 

waiting for Jesus to come? I found the answer in the magnificent 

lyrics of the Holden Evening Prayer, which was used in the 

Lutheran church we attended: 

“My soul proclaims your greatness, O God, and my spirit rejoices in you. You 

have looked with love on your servant here, and blessed me all my life 

through.” – Marty Haugen 

Saturday, December 13 

Santa Lucia 

Jim Hooker 

When Lindsey was growing up, we had an Advent season 

tradition on St Lucia's Day. She and Angi would make Hot Cross 

Buns (a sweet roll with raisins with yummy icing piped on top in a 

cross shape) the day before. Then early in the morning, Lindsey 

would put on a white robe and a crown of candles - well, not real 

candles but little flashlights with flame shaped bulbs. She'd make 

hot chocolate or coffee and orange juice and heat up the buns. 

Then she'd bring them into our bedroom, and we'd eat them in 

bed. In the dark the only light was from her crown making 

beautiful patterns on the ceiling. It is a wonderful memory; I 

remember the sense of waiting as I'd hear little Lindsey bustling 

about in the kitchen making her preparations - then the door 

opens and the ceiling lights up and a beautiful tray of treats is 

borne in by St Lucia.  

 

 



Sunday, December 14      -      Monday, December 15 

God Jul! 

Robbie Steele 

My paternal Grandmother’s family were all immigrants from 

Norway and my Grandfather came here alone in his 20’s from 

Sweden.  My maternal grandparents were 100% Danish and all 

came to the US seeking a better life. 

I have very fond memories of Christmas time as a very young 

child.  Our celebrations were steeped in the traditions of our 

Scandinavian heritage.  We observed at least one St. Lucia 

procession every year and once I remember “being” St. Lucia 

with a white robe and candles on my head, but beyond “being”, 

the only other memory I have of that event is sheer terror that 

my hair would catch on fire.   

Anticipation of Christmas coming always started building at the 

time of the St. Lucia festivals.  I remember my grandmother 

baking amazing quantities of tortes and kringle, krumkake, 

fattigmann, & pepparkakor.  Most of which was, sadly, in my 

opinion, delivered to other members of the family or to 

neighbors or church friends. 

The Christmas tree was always freshly cut shortly before 

Christmas because it was decorated with live candles.  An apple 

was hung on every branch that held a candle so the weight 

would hold the branch more level for the candle.  The tree was 

also draped with strings of flags from both Sweden & Norway 

and I remember ornaments made of straw in the shape of hearts, 

stars, goats & tomtes (Christmas trolls).  There were also little 

straw baskets that held hard candies for anyone to eat. 



Grandma’s house was always filled with red tulips, white 

amaryllis and poinsettias at Christmas.  There were candles 

everywhere.  Real, live candles, and they were never safely 

tucked into a glass holder.  No, no, they were sticks of burning 

fire on the fireplace mantle, on the dinner table, on the 

Christmas tree, in the windows and anywhere else she felt she 

could safely put real fire without burning down the house.   

Christmas Eve dinner was the big deal for the adults as grandma 

was the best cook in town according to everyone – even her own 

siblings AND her mother.  As is tradition in Scandinavian culture, 

lutefisk and ham were the stars of the show, however, for me, 

ham was the way to go.  With the main courses were boiled 

potatoes, other fishes, many breads, peas & asparagus and of 

course, the all-important, risgrynsgrot.  This rice porridge was a 

must at Christmas meal or Santa would not come and more 

importantly, the tomte, which lived under the floorboards of the 

house, would cause bad luck.  We did not leave out Christmas 

cookies for Santa or for Tomte, we left a bowl of risgrynsgrot, 

and it was always gone by morning. 

Even with Christmas steeped in these cultural traditions, 

grandma never let any of us lose sight of the fact that we joined 

together and celebrated at this time because of the birth of 

Jesus.  Prayers of thanks were offered at the meal and at the 

close of the evening, and grandma & great-grandma would lead 

us in singing a few Christmas carols (both in English and in 

Swedish or Norwegian) after gifts were opened and before 

everyone would go home. 

As the years passed, my parents divorced in a really ugly way that 

involved the courts and several years of separation from my 

paternal grandparents.  Eventually, heads began to level out and 

we were able to see our grandparents again, but things had 



changed.  The candles on the tree had been replaced with 

electric lights and we no longer left porridge for Tomte & Santa, 

only cookies & milk (though it seemed to work the same for us in 

regard to gifts).  We were together for Christmas, but the focus 

had changed, and even though I didn’t really understand the 

significance of those changes as a kid, as an adult I look back with 

sadness at the loss of tradition and the conversion to a more 

materialistic celebration.  Grandpa passed away first and several 

years later, grandma died.  Then the extended family became 

much more focused on their core families rather than on the 

family unit as a whole, and  suddenly, we not only had lost our 

traditions, but we also lost our celebration place and the group 

desire to maintain togetherness, and Christmas has not been the 

same since.   

While intellectually, I have never lost track of the fact that 

Christmas is a time to truly celebrate the birth of Jesus and the 

meaning that His birth, death & resurrection bring to me as a 

Christian, the existing family structure makes it difficult to put 

that into practice in a real and meaningful way at the holidays.  

Every year brings a new discussion about “what to do for 

Christmas” as core family members have become more caught 

up in the over-all societal swing towards self-centeredness.  

Every year I long to begin new traditions for the sake of the 

children and for my own well-being, but every year it seems to 

elude me and we get through it in our very commercialized, non-

connected way.   But, every year, as Christmas nears again, I 

anticipate the new reminder that the real reason for the season 

has nothing to do with any of these things (the good or the bad), 

but with my personal relationship with Christ.   

I encourage everyone to cling to family (or family of choice) and 

tradition with all your might and do not let negative outside 

forces interfere with those things.  But even more importantly, 



remember the reasons your family is so important to you and the 

reason that we celebrate traditions and Christmas.   

 
 

Tuesday, December 16 
 

Starlings in Winter 
 

Mary Oliver (submitted by Barbara Becker) 

 
Chunky and noisy, 

but with stars in their black feathers, 
they spring from the telephone wire 

and instantly 
they are acrobats 

in the freezing wind. 
And now, in the theater of air, 

they swing over buildings, 
dipping and rising; 

they float like one stippled star 
that opens, 

becomes for a moment fragmented, 
then closes again; 

and you watch 
and you try 

but you simply can't imagine 
how they do it 

with no articulated instruction, no pause, 
only the silent confirmation 

that they are this notable thing, 
this wheel of many parts, that can rise and spin 

over and over again, 
full of gorgeous life. 

Ah, world, what lessons you prepare for us, 
even in the leafless winter, 

even in the ashy city. 
I am thinking now 

of grief, and of getting past it; 



I feel my boots 
trying to leave the ground, 

I feel my heart 
pumping hard. I want 

to think again of dangerous and noble things. 
I want to be light and frolicsome. 

I want to be improbable beautiful and afraid of nothing, 
as though I had wings. 

 
 

Wednesday, December 17 

Peace is Every Step 

Ashley Hooker 

In the book Peace Is Every Step by Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Han, 
there’s a section that says: 

“If I am incapable of washing dishes joyfully, if I want to finish them 
quickly so I can go and have dessert, I will be equally incapable of 
enjoying my dessert.” 

It’s about mindfulness: taking a moment to enjoy the pleasure in each 
task and moment, even those that may seem on the surface to be 
unpleasant. Each part of our lives, the mundane washing of dishes or 
the delicious enjoyment of dessert, is deserving of attention. The cycle 
of rushing from one thing to  the next makes it impossible to enjoy the 
moments.  

What a poignant lesson for Advent.  Advent is a season of waiting, but 
also, often, a season of rushing. There are gifts to be bought, cards to 
be sent, cookies to be baked, parties to host. The to-do list can 
overwhelm us and take even activities that should be fun and turn 
them into a chore. We just need to get one more thing done and THEN 
we can enjoy the season.  

So when you buy a gift, stop and think with love of the recipient. Write 

a personal message in your holiday cards. Take a few things off of your 

list so that you can do each with joy. And when your hands are in soapy 



water, cleaning dishes from a Christmas party, smile and be thankful 

for the mess that comes from having friends and family together.  

And then go have dessert.  

 

Thursday, December 18 

From Darkness to Light 

Laura Kadwell 

The Advent journey is the journey from darkness into light.   

Occasionally, I sit in my darkened home and am still aware of 

light.  I imagine places where I have been unable to tell the 

difference between eyes open and eyes closed.  One such place 

is the cabin up north on a night with neither stars nor moon.  The 

other is the terminus of the Axis of the Holocaust at the Jewish 

Museum in Berlin. 

The Axis of the Holocaust follows the path to which millions of 

Jews were doomed during World War II.  It ends at a massive 

steel door.  I open the door and enter the room.  The door closes 

behind me, not with a modest swoosh or a click but with a hard, 

cold clang … a thud.  I am in a darkness from which there is no 

escape.  It is the darkness of emptiness, of impending death, of 

hopelessness.  The walls rise 79 feet to a small ceiling that, like 

the walls, is black.  I feel trapped. 

Then I notice in a corner of the ceiling one bright light.  It is said 

that the light symbolizes unreachable hope.  I like to think it is 

the light that kindled in the hearts of Jewish people the will to 

live and love and hope in the midst of relentless despair, the will 

for both body and soul to survive the unspeakable.  



For us who gather at Bryn Mawr Church, for those throughout 

the Christian world, it is the star over the manger in Bethlehem 

toward which we journey during these Advent days.         

 

Friday, December 19 

White Owl Flies Into and Out of the Field 

Mary Oliver  (submitted by Barbara Becker) 

Coming down out of the freezing sky 
with its depths of light, 

like an angel, or a Buddha with wings, 
it was beautiful, and accurate, 

striking the snow and whatever was there 
with a force that left the imprint 

of the tips of its wings — five feet apart — 
and the grabbing thrust of its feet, 

and the indentation of what had been running 
through the white valleys of the snow — 

and then it rose, gracefully, 
and flew back to the frozen marshes 
to lurk there, like a little lighthouse, 

in the blue shadows — 
so I thought: 

maybe death isn’t darkness, after all, 
but so much light wrapping itself around us — 

as soft as feathers — 
that we are instantly weary of looking, and looking, 

and shut our eyes, not without amazement, 
and let ourselves be carried, 

as through the translucence of mica, 
to the river that is without the least dapple or shadow, 

that is nothing but light — scalding, aortal light — 
in which we are washed and washed 

out of our bones. 



 

 

Saturday, December 20 

Stopping By Woods on a Snowy Evening 
 

Robert Frost 
 

Whose woods these are I think I know. 
His house is in the village though; 
He will not see me stopping here 

To watch his woods fill up with snow. 
 

My little horse must think it queer 
To stop without a farmhouse near 

Between the woods and frozen lake 
The darkest evening of the year. 

 
He gives his harness bells a shake 
To ask if there is some mistake. 

The only other sound's the sweep 
Of easy wind and downy flake. 

 
The woods are lovely, dark and deep. 

But I have promises to keep, 
And miles to go before I sleep, 
And miles to go before I sleep. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Sunday, December 21   --   Monday, December 22 

Christmas is Coming 

Sandy Clarke 

Traditions are abundant at my house. Food, gifts, relative visits, 

songs and stockings follow family patterns. In my childhood, 

December began with opening an advent calendar at breakfast 

each day. My brothers and I took turns finding the window with 

the proper day of the month and revealing its Christmas symbol 

underneath. At church there was a family-friendly bazaar where 

children and parents together made tree ornaments and pretty 

decorations.  Christmas carols were scattered throughout 

December church services instead of the usual hymns.  At home 

my father brought home a Christmas tree and all of us decorated 

it, sometimes even with tinsel.  It stood proudly in our living 

room in front of the two grand pianos that my mother used for 

musical performances and to teach piano lessons.  

Gift planning started early. The most precious gifts were 

homemade - cookies and candy, cross-stitched bookmarks, 

woven potholders and scrapbooks.  By December, secrets were 

the rule of thumb. One year Roger made a floor box hockey 

game for the girls that he furnished with pint-size hockey sticks. I 

fashioned faux fur vests for my brother and wife. In retrospect 

they were the ugliest articles of clothing you ever saw, but they 

were made with love. 

Always there were surprises. When Melanie was about ten, 

Roger sneaked a huge wrapped box under the tree. The box was 

taller than she was. Melanie could hardly wait to see what huge 

present was inside. She tore off the wrapping only to discover 

another box inside, and another and another. About ten boxes 



later, Melanie found a pocket knife. She still claims today that it 

was the best knife she ever owned.  

I specialized in treasure hunts. The first clue hung on the tree in 

an envelope. It sent the recipients all around the house, even to 

the bathroom and the basement, to find the next clue. I had as 

much fun as the searcher, dashing after them to give them hints 

as to the missing word in the nursery rhyme or book title or 

another place in the house where they should look. When one 

son-in-law was immersed in his PhD study in geography, all his 

clues led him to names of countries. My daughter Abbie was 

enlisted to come up with items we had in the house that related 

to certain places.  

Christmas baking included multiple kinds of cookies that 

accumulated in tins around the pantry. A family standard was 

Rolled and Cut Out Sugar Cookies that were decorated with 

sprinkles before baking. When my girls were little, Melanie 

decided to paint her face and her sister’s with flour from the 

pastry cloth. I could hardly be mad at the ghostly visages that 

grinned at me.  

Roger’s mother made the first Christmas bread, a German stollen 

recipe from the Joy of Cooking. Roger loved this rich, buttery 

bread so much that he turned it into a family tradition. One year 

he overheated the yeast and waited for the loaves to rise for 

three days on the radiator. They never did.  

Since our families lived back East, we often traveled at 

Christmastime. We carefully split our stay between my parents 

and my in-laws. There were more traditions at my parents’ 

house, but more laughter at my in-laws. 

Sometime during the Advent season, out came the Christmas 

records. Our imaginations soared as we listened to the opera 



Amahl and the Night Visitors or Dylan Thomas’s story A Child’s 

Christmas in Wales about the fire in Mr. Prothero’s house on 

Christmas Eve. My in-laws’ tradition was to play the record Now 

We Sing of Christmas to wake us up on Christmas morning. How 

glorious to find many years later that it had been reissued in CD 

form. 

Stockings were a big part of Christmas. My mother wrote out a 

pattern and knitted matching red, green and white striped 

stockings with our names on them for each of us. We placed 

them on the foot of our beds on Christmas Eve. When we awoke 

on Christmas morning the stockings would be magically filled. 

We would dig out our new trinkets and play with them in bed. 

The plan was to allow Mom and Dad to catch a few more winks. 

Dad was especially needy, because he had been up half the night 

assembling and testing the new train set under the tree.  

When our family stopped growing, Mom knitted stockings for her 

grandchildren and even some favorite life-size dolls.  I continue 

the tradition. As our family expands, I have learned to follow the 

stocking pattern for each new son-in-law and grandchild. I’m 

expanding to my brother’s children, knitting a baby present as 

each new little one that comes along. “After all,” says my sister-

in-law, “it’s too hot for me to knit in Texas.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Tuesday, December 23 

A Sister’s Remembrance 

Betsy Kerr 

I’d like to let my twin sister Carolyn speak for me, through her 

contribution to her own church’s Advent devotional booklet: 

Psalm 69:30   I will praise the name of God with a song and will 
magnify him with thanksgiving. 

When I think back on family Christmas traditions, I remember 
fondly the music of the holidays.  Whether we were decorating, 
baking cookies or wrapping presents, music playing in the 
background always added a special joy and festivity to the day.  
My sister Betsy and I sang in the choir starting in first grade and 
we each played the piano and an instrument.  We grew up loving 
music, especially in the church. Then and now I feel that God 
speaks to us through music.  Singing often soothes us, inspires us 
and gives us an uplifted spirit. There are many Christmas songs 
that I remember and love to sing, but I have a special memory of 
“O Holy Night”.  My sister and I always shared a bedroom. When 
we were young, probably starting at ten or twelve, after we were 
in bed with the lights out, I would ask my sister to sing “O Holy 
Night”. To this day, whenever I hear “O Holy Night” I have tears 
of joy remembering her singing to me as well as the wonderful 
message of Christ’s birth.  

 “O Holy Night!  The stars are brightly shining. 
       It is the night of our dear Savior’s birth.” 
 
O God,   We thank you for the gift of music that expresses the 
true meaning of Christ, especially of His birth.  Help us to always 
sing joyful praises to you.  We pray that the words we sing will 
reach the hearts of others, drawing them closer to you.  Amen 
 

 



 

 

Wednesday, December 24 

The Swan 

Mary Oliver 

Did you too see it, drifting, all night, on the black river? 

Did you see it in the morning, rising into the silvery air - 

An armful of white blossoms, 

A perfect commotion of silk and linen as it leaned 

into the bondage of its wings; a snowbank, a bank of lilies, 

Biting the air with its black beak? 

Did you hear it, fluting and whistling 

A shrill dark music – like the rain pelting the trees – like a 

waterfall 

Knifing down the black ledges? 

And did you see it, finally, just under the clouds - 

A white cross Streaming across the sky, its feet 

Like black leaves, its wings Like the stretching light of the river? 

And did you feel it, in your heart, how it pertained to everything? 

And have you too finally figured out what beauty is for? 

And have you changed your life?  

 

 

 

 

 


