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INTRODUCTION

A NEW, BRIGHTER VIEW

This book is designed to focus on the wonder and magic of the Christmas season. Christmas is about so much more than busyness and debt. Even in the midst of mad dashes to the mall, it’s a season of light that can bring out the best in everyone who chooses to discover and follow the Light. By digging into the history of the holiday and sharing a few special stories, highlighting some deep and rich songs, and citing a handful of treasured Bible verses, I hope to give you a small portrait of the glorious picture that is Christmas.

If you tend to dread the holiday, I ask you to think about this: what would life be like without Christmas? If there were no Christmas, there would never have been a Christ. And the world would be a much darker place without all that goes into the Christmas holiday.

Thus, putting Jesus back into Christmas is essential in order for each of us to get the most out of this incredible holiday season. What may surprise you is how easy it is to see the reason for the season in almost every facet of the holiday.

I hope you enjoy this day-by-day literary Advent calendar. I pray that you find it a useful tool in squeezing extreme joy and awesome wonder out of the Christmas season. Most of all, I wish that what you read here will spiritually enhance the depth of your holiday experience. Christmas can be the most fulfilling and exciting time of the year. No one should miss the chance to enjoy every minute of the holiday experience.

Finally, how we celebrate Christmas will define how we respond to the New Year. The spirit of giving, forgiveness, and outreach we embrace during the holidays can establish a permanent pattern we can follow every day, year after year. How great would that be? When you find a way to keep the Christmas joy all year long, then, like George Bailey in the beloved holiday movie, you truly have a wonderful life. I hope this book sets you on that course.

Mighty Christmas,
 Ace Collins



DAY 1

REDISCOVERING ADVENT

Odds are that at this very moment you’re surrounded or even bombarded by the sights and sounds of a modern Christmas. As early as the first week in November, some radio stations embraced an all-Christmas-song format that includes such “classics” as “Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer” and the Singing Dogs’ version of “Jingle Bells.” Newspaper flyers and television commercials have been alerting you to the “must buys” of the season. Add to all this the places you have to be — choir practices, committee meetings, food drives. And then there’s the endless ringing of the bells. Driving across town, it seems Santa and his elves are everywhere.

Like a hungry monster in a 1950s horror film, Christmas seems to be stalking you, all the while looking for new ways to consume your time, energy, spirit, and money. No wonder many people get so overcome with the anxiety of the season that they try to hide from all things associated with Yuletide.

As we look to the next twenty-five days and think about how to get the most substance and joy out of the holidays, we’ll explore ways to restore the real message of Christmas. We’ll begin our exploration by taking a look at one of the season’s earliest traditions, which began long before the arrival of commercialization. By knowing and embracing the original concept of Advent, we power through the modern craziness and find the true spiritual aspects of the holiday. We discover the spiritual depth that comes from knowing the real reason this all began.

For many, Advent is a foreign concept. They have heard of it and associate it with the Christmas season, but they don’t know what it means. Even most Christians don’t know the meaning of Advent or how it ties in to the holidays. This lack of understanding is not only true for those who don’t attend church; it’s true for millions who never miss Sunday services. Many denominations simply do not recognize this sacred Christian tradition. Others fail to explain Advent in ways that bring meaningful spiritual understanding to this custom. Yet to experience a rich and meaningful Christmas, it helps to understand and truly embrace Advent.

Let’s take a look at why the meaning of Advent has been lost for so many. Before 1940 the retail holiday season was relatively short. Many people didn’t even think about Christmas until around December 20. A great deal of the shopping and almost all the decorating were done on Christmas Eve. What transformed this time-honored week of Christmas into a full six-week holiday experience was World War II. With millions of Americans fighting the war in foreign lands that lay beyond two oceans, President Franklin D. Roosevelt asked folks to shop and mail their gifts early. To ensure that loved ones overseas received their packages by Christmas, these parcels were to be given to mailmen no later than the first week in December. Thus, in 1942 the Christmas rush began before Thanksgiving.

Four years later, after the war ended, the mold was cast. Christmas had grown into more than a month of sales, songs, and entertainment. It was great for stores and, on the surface, seemed enjoyable for most people. Yet lost in this merriment were time-honored church traditions. Buried the deepest was Advent. Now it’s time to shine the spotlight on this tradition of Advent and embrace it as originally intended. If you’re looking for a way to put the real reason (as well as a lot of joy) back into your holiday season, it’s time to bone up on some powerful and meaningful historical Christian teachings.

Advent is a Latin word meaning “the coming.” The Christmas tie-in to Advent dates back to the sixth century, when church leaders dedicated a special time to properly focus men, women, and children on the real meaning of Christ’s birth and life. This was a part of the holiday that was supposed to be packed with great spiritual revelation, a road map people were to follow all the way to the manger. During the Dark Ages, millions treasured the joy found in Advent. In our modern commercial world, with all of its distractions, this kind of contemplation would seem to be more important than ever. Hence, the information age is the perfect time to go back to the roots of Advent.

In the beginning, Advent started on the Sunday closest to November 30 and ran until Christmas Eve. Essentially, the church leaders of the day set aside four weeks to consider what the coming of Jesus meant not only to the world but also to every individual’s soul. Though it was promoted by the church, Advent was meant to be a time of personal retrospect and growth for each believer. So if you’ve found yourself complaining that the real meaning of the season has been lost in the noise of jingling cash registers, it’s time to take a second look at the quiet peace found in experiencing a real Advent.

More than fourteen hundred years after the first Advent season, many families use the symbols of Advent, but most do not grasp the full meaning behind these symbols. While lighting candles and opening calendars can be wonderful traditions, few pause to reflect on their faith, because most don’t know the real reason for Advent. Knowing what Advent is changes everything. Consider the following three reasons for Advent.

1. Reflect on what it means for God to come to earth in humanform as a baby. We see the baby Jesus everywhere during this time of year, but do we think of God when we think about that infant? Even at Christmas, many never stop to consider the miracle of God loving his children so deeply that he placed himself in a body like ours. This unawareness can change if, like the early Christians, we start our first day of December by considering this miracle birth and what it means to our lives.

Consider this fact: no one has ever changed the world in such a lasting way as did Jesus. Reflecting on how different everything is because of his life and teachings should make anyone want to honor his birthday. After you have meditated on the historic impact of Christ for a few moments, add his divinity to the equation. Billons of children have been born, but there has never been another like this one child. That alone gives you a new and fuller perspective of the holiday and is a powerful reason to celebrate Christmas.

2. Consider how accepting Jesus as Savior changed your veryexistence. For just a few minutes, think beyond Jesus’ birth and consider his life. Think about what he said and did. Consider the power and influence of Jesus’ life on your actions, your thinking, and your faith. When you realize that because of a child born in a manger, you have experienced a dramatic life change — you act differently, are more compassionate — you should then want to fully enjoy this year’s holiday season. Just thinking about Christ’s life should motivate you to want to put his teachings into practice as a way of celebrating the day of his birth.

3. Know that Jesus is coming back. While the second coming used to be an important facet of each Christian holiday, it is no longer a part of Advent. That’s why it’s important to consider what Jesus would think if he spent some time with you during this holiday season. Would he see your excitement in the way you greet others? As he observes you preparing for the special day, would he recognize your faith in the way you reach out to others? Would he see you living out his commandants to reach out to the least of these? Jesus is coming back, but we don’t know when that will happen. So what we need to keep in mind is this: if he were to return today, would he see himself in us this Christmas?

If you live each day of the holiday season carrying the spirit of Jesus in your heart and reflecting his compassion, your days will be truly joyful from now through Christmas and well beyond. By embracing this living concept, you lift up others with your smile, your energy, and your joy.

One of the holiday’s most beloved carols is “The First Noel.” This song reminds us to look back at the beginning of the Christmas holiday and focus on what that first Christmas means to us and to the world. Noel can be translated as a loud and triumphal greeting that trumpets our great joy and faith. Thus, each moment of Advent, each day of it, is a time to remind ourselves what a miraculous thing happened when the babe was born in Bethlehem. And we need to remember that it happened not just to Mary and Joseph, a few wise men, and some shepherds; it happened to us too.

Right now, with your lengthy “to do” list, you might feel as though Christmas is too much to handle. But if you will focus on the three original lessons found in the historical Advent, you will not only successfully navigate the next few weeks but also enjoy them as you never have before. Advent, in its original form, remains a strong foundation for engaging the spiritual aspects of the holiday. It’s the perfect way for you to begin to experience the full joy of the Christmas season.

[image: 0310293146_content_0017_001]
A Shortcut to the Spirit of the Season

The gospel of Luke has twenty-four chapters. Read one chapter a day during December, using this book as a biblical Advent calendar that puts your focus on the birth, life, and promise of Christ.



DAY 2

SHOPPING OFF THE LIST

Shopping — isn’t that what this season is all about? It seems that everyone is urging you to buy, buy, buy. Retailers are begging you to bring your cash, your checkbook, your credit cards and fill up a cart. If you resist, they can make you feel as if you are nothing more than a reincarnation of Scrooge. Add to that the pressure of purchasing just the right present, and giving becomes a chore. The real joy of giving is lost. The true spirit of the season is all but forgotten. Your thoughts change from “Merry Christmas” to “Bah, humbug!” Is it any wonder that most folks burn out long before they wrap the first gift?

To get the most out of this Christmas season, view shopping in a new perspective: not as a duty but as a blessing. You also need to take a second look at your list and add a few names that have never been on it before. How do you do this? Where do you start?

With so many voices encouraging us to shop till we drop, it’s important to first open one of the Advent calendar doors to highlight Jesus’ thoughts on giving. Jesus focused on those whose needs were such that any gift they received would be embraced and treasured.

The King will say to those on his right, … “I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.”

Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?”

The King will reply, “Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.”

Matthew 25:34 – 40

As you begin the buying season, allow Christ’s words to give your shopping a new perspective. Before buying for your family, buy for someone in great need. Don’t do it by yourself; get the kids, the grandkids, and your friends involved.

Almost fifty years ago country music legend Willie Nelson was literally starving to death in Nashville, Tennessee. He was broke. One cold December afternoon, as the singer-songwriter wandered the streets of Music City, he noticed the merriment, the joy, and the excitement of the Christmas season. Nelson noticed something else too: a homeless man who had even less than he did. Both horrified and inspired, Willie went home and wrote a song called “Pretty Paper.” In 1963 Nelson’s socially inspired number became a big holiday hit for Roy Orbison. It has remained one of the season’s most beloved songs. The melody Willie composed is so bright and cheery, most who hear it don’t really listen to the words. If they did, they would learn the story of a man who really was “the least of these.” And like most of the world’s poor, he was forgotten and overlooked. Listen closely to this song. You will come to know a person who noticed and who asked about that needy person:



Should I stop,

Better not,

Much too busy.



Not many Christmases ago I was given the name of a woman in our community who didn’t have enough money to buy gifts for her children. Armed with the names and ages of the kids, my wife and I went to the mall. The trip was not only uplifting; it was challenging. What do you buy for kids whose mother probably can’t afford batteries and who don’t have a DVD player? Because the purchases required thought, they took on more meaning. This was no rushed experience; each new purchase was made with extreme care. We were even able to challenge our children to become involved, by asking them to put themselves in the position of the kids from that family. What would they want if they had nothing? What would be important to them? Thus, our boys helped in the choices as our family was completely caught up in the spirit of giving.

Armed with several sacks filled with gifts, we raced home to begin wrapping these treasures. Because they had become so important to us, because we had so much of ourselves invested in them, we made sure each present was perfectly covered with the brightest, most beautiful paper we could find. After the ribbons were tied and the name tags attached, we drove to the other side of town to meet the family.

As we walked into their drafty home, several things hit me. The first was just how little this mother and her three children had. There was hardly any furniture. The beds were nothing more than mattresses on the floor. Only one room in the entire home was heated. The kids were wearing hand-me-down clothing, and the mom was dressed in a sweater she must have gotten a dozen years before. Yet their smiles, as they saw the sacks of gifts, lit up the room like a searchlight. Suddenly the chill was replaced with warmth created by anticipation, joy, and obvious gratitude. They had given up on Christmas, and it had come anyway. Their prayers had been answered.

I watched the children carefully tear into their packages. I heard their laughter and saw eyes that reflected the happiness in their hearts. I wanted to hold on to the moment forever. I wanted to embrace it and share it with others, for I had experienced the true joy of giving. This was what Christmas was all about. This made it meaningful.

But all too soon it was over. As we got up to leave, the three-year-old girl grabbed my hand and asked if I would see their Christmas tree. I could hear the excitement in her voice and knew she was awfully proud of this symbol of holiday cheer. I gladly followed her into a chilly bedroom. There, tacked to the wall, was a single string of green lights. She laughed and giggled, thrilled at how beautiful her “tree” was. A dozen lights were all she had, and yet she saw them as the most magnificent tree in the world. My eyes clouded with tears. Her simple and joyful vision of Christmas put mine to shame.

The next time you see a sidewalk Santa ringing his bell, think about those who are receiving the gifts bought with that money. While it’s good to toss a coin into the pot, that’s only a starting point.

To maintain the true spirit of Christmas and experience the joy of the season, put the name of someone who is not on anyone else’s list at the top of your list. Churches and local governments have lists of those who have fallen on hard times. Contact the Salvation Army or the Red Cross. One or two calls can get you the name of a family in need of help this year. Get your whole family involved. Show the real meaning of giving by not just buying gifts and wrapping them but delivering them too. Together. Then those you love will come to understand the real impact of Christ’s primary directive found in Matthew 25.

You have the time to do something. You have the time to get others involved with you. Shelters for the homeless, children’s homes, and food kitchens are always in need. Schools know which families need food and clothing. Senior citizens may be facing a lonely Christmas because their families won’t be coming home for the holiday. These older folks may not have physical needs, but the gift of a visit or a plate of homemade cookies is a way to bring Matthew 25 to life. By doing for others, you follow in the footsteps of the one whose spirit is still very much alive.

More than a thousand years ago, the son of Duke Borivoy of Bohemia became the leader of his country. He assumed the crown when he was just fifteen years old. Raised by a devoted Christian mother, King Wenceslas had traces of the wisdom of Solomon, combined with the compassion of Christ.

To fully understand his subjects, King Wenceslas walked the streets of his nation and visited the people. He asked them about their problems and needs. He used their ideas to create a more open and friendly government. In a revolutionary move, he reformed his government and reshaped the nation to be built on justice and mercy. He reduced taxes and improved public services. Harsh laws common in the Dark Ages were tossed out as he created new edicts that brought light to a hopeless world. Yet that was only the beginning.

When he came upon abject poverty, King Wenceslas would send his pages back to his castle to get food and clothing. As he gave away much of his wealth, he explained that he was just following the example of his own King, Jesus. In large part due to King Wenceslas’s generosity and kindness, thousands of pagan peasants turned to Christianity. It was a revival unlike any ever seen in the country.

Centuries before gift-giving became a part of the holiday tradition, the young leader embraced Christmas like no one ever had. Each Christmas Eve, he left his castle seeking out the neediest in his kingdom. Though often faced with terrible cold and blizzards, King Wenceslas never missed his rounds. With his pages at his side, Wenceslas delivered food, firewood, and clothing. After greeting all in a household, he would pray with the group and move on to the next home.

To fully enjoy this holiday season, embrace the joy not just of giving but also of giving to those whose needs are great. By following in the footsteps of a king who helped inspire the fictional Santa, by embracing Christ’s words in Matthew 25, by seeking a Christmas beyond the pretty paper and elaborate decorations, and by opening your eyes to the plight of those around you, you will feel the real meaning of the season in your soul, and your shopping experience will be one you will never forget.

[image: 0310293146_content_0017_001]
A Shortcut to the Spirit of the Season

Finding those in need is easy. Local malls and churches have an Angel Tree. The Marines always collect gifts for needy children through their Toys for Tots program.



DAY 3

MAKING CHRISTMAS MIGHTY

When I was a child, the much beloved Christmas carol “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen” confused me. In my early years, I even thought it was a plot created by parents to get children to go to bed earlier. If you think about the words, you wonder, “Why would God want happy people to go to sleep?” As a youngster, I believed that God would want happy people to stay awake and share his glory into the wee hours of the morning. In fact, I still feel that way today. If you carefully read each verse, the old carol really seems like a charge to get involved with sharing the joy.



God rest ye merry, gentlemen

Let nothing you dismay

Remember, Christ, our Saviour

Was born on Christmas day

To save us all from Satan’s power

When we were gone astray

O tidings of comfort and joy,

Comfort and joy

O tidings of comfort and joy.



Like many of our most revered carols, “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen” was written during the Middle Ages by an unknown peasant. Yet, as the words prove, he understood the full power of the Christmas season. The lyrics spell out why Christ was sent to earth, they share some of the lessons Jesus taught during his ministry, and they acknowledge the great gift given to us by Jesus’ sacrifice and resurrection. It would seem that the song’s author wanted folks to get so excited by this good news that sleep would be impossible. Just why did he ask us to rest?

A host of words, such as surfing, gay, and hip, now have new meanings. The same is true of many words we find in old songs. During ancient times the English meaning for the word rest went well beyond the meaning we attribute to it today. The word also meant “make” or “keep.” Thus, when “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen” was written, the composer’s charge was for listeners to let God make a change in their hearts and minds about the good news found in Christ’s birth and life. Just knowing this change in meaning transforms the way we think about the song. Yet to grasp the writer’s full intentions, we must look at another word commonly associated with the holidays.

In England they say, “Happy Christmas,” but in the United States it seems Christmas can’t exist without having merry in front of it. Yet if the writer of “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen” could be transported from his time to ours, he might be both amused and aghast at the way we use that word.

In Old English, the word merry could mean happy, but it was also often employed in place of the word mighty. Robin Hood’s companions were known as his Merry Men, but that didn’t mean this famous band of warriors was happy; they were powerful. That’s why the king was afraid of them. When Great Britain was called “Merry Old England,” it was the most powerful nation in the world. “Eat, drink, and be merry” really meant that well-fed troops would always be ready for battle. Thus, when taken in context, the new meaning of “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen” becomes “God keep you mighty, gentlemen.”

The difference between a Christmas that is simply happy and one that is mighty is huge! Why settle for the former when you have a chance for the latter? With the old carol in mind, it’s time for you to have not just a happy Christmas but a powerful one as well. Right now, today, embrace the real meaning of “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen” and put this old carol’s message of the majesty of faith into action.

So many times I have heard folks say, “Our Christmas just wasn’t any good this year.” If Christmas is weak, it’s because we have opted to make it weak. This is the moment to evict Scrooge from your heart and replace the old grumpy character with the spirit of Christ. How do you begin that transformation? The best way to start is by looking at the life of the individual profiled in “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen.” Open your Bible, turn to Luke, and consider one of the great lessons found in the parable of the ruler and his servants. With these words, Christ is challenging us to make the gift of Christmas — as well as all our other gifts — a powerful tool of witness and testimony.



A man of noble birth went to a distant country to have himself appointed king and then to return. So he called ten of his servants and gave them ten minas. “Put this money to work,” he said, “until I come back.”

But his subjects hated him and sent a delegation after him to say, “We don’t want this man to be our king.”

He was made king, however, and returned home. Then he sent for the servants to whom he had given the money, in order to find out what they had gained with it.

The first one came and said, “Sir, your mina has earned ten more.”

“Well done, my good servant!” his master replied. “Because you have been trustworthy in a very small matter, take charge of ten cities.”

The second came and said, “Sir, your mina has earned five more.”

His master answered, “You take charge of five cities.”

Then another servant came and said, “Sir, here is your mina; I have kept it laid away in a piece of cloth. I was afraid of you, because you are a hard man. You take out what you did not put in and reap what you did not sow.”

His master replied, “I will judge you by your own words, you wicked servant! You knew, did you, that I am a hard man, taking out what I did not put in, and reaping what I did not sow? Why then didn’t you put my money on deposit, so that when I came back, I could have collected it with interest?”

Then he said to those standing by, “Take his mina away from him and give it to the one who has ten minas.”

“Sir,” they said, “he already has ten!”

He replied, “I tell you that to everyone who has, more will be given, but as for those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away.”

Luke 19:12 – 26

All of us have been given many gifts. There is no better time to take inventory of those gifts than right now.

In Luke, what does Christ ask us to do with our gifts? We are to invest them. How do you invest joy? By letting others see joy in your actions.

One of the first songs you learned to sing as a child was “This Little Light of Mine.” I’m sure you remember the words. The light that is created by the joy of the season is also the message that runs through all the verses of “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen.” The joy is found in the knowledge of not just Christ’s birth but also his life. What is the best way to share it? Through your attitude.

If you put a smile on your heart this season, it will appear on your face as well. A smile is a powerful tool. A smile can lift more weight that any crane ever constructed. It can lift the weight of the world off someone’s shoulders. Your smile can make all those around you feel better. Your smile can ignite the Christmas spirit. So vow to start each day by embracing the gift of joy and letting it power the light revealed in the expression on your face.

Another gift to embrace this year is the gift of life. A life lived well is one of the greatest testimonies you can give others. As one Christian hero, Francis of Assisi, is reported to have said, “Give a sermon every day and occasionally use words.” If we live this Christmas season recognizing the power of the message of Christ, it will show in every facet of our lives. People will notice. When you fully embrace the mighty message of the season, that light you set aglow with your joy will become a blazing beacon. Your life will become a blessing to others.

Greet people with a joyful “Merry Christmas” or “Mighty Christmas.” Let the words spring from your lips like an exuberant melody. Reveal by the happy look on your face and the enthusiasm in your tone that you are filled with the season’s spirit. By doing this simple act, your life will become a sermon so needed by others at Christmas.

Another gift to recognize during this time of year is the gift of peace. To fully appreciate this precious gift, let’s look through the lens used by the writer of “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen.”

The peasants in Old England didn’t have an easy life. They worked long hours, had few physical rewards, had no upward mobility, and were part of a class system that allowed them little say in their government. Their dreams were held in check by the brutal fact of being born into a low station in life. If you were born a poor peasant, you were destined to stay a poor peasant. Yet despite knowing he probably would never have anything of great value, the composer of the old carol had a rock-solid peace in his life. You can see this in the words he gave us in his song.

Consider another great carol of the season: “Go Tell It on the Mountain.” This song was written by an American slave. Its composer also found great peace in knowing that Christ had come for him. You can hear the power of that message in his lyrics. In spite of the lot he had been given in life, he had found personal peace and power, thanks to the gift of the Christmas season.

So can you bring peace to the whole earth? Probably not. Leaders have been trying to do that for thousands of years, with dismal results. But if you believe in the reason for the season, you can find peace in your own life. The best way to start this quest for personal peace is by ending the conflict in your own world. If a problem is upsetting you, use the holiday season to put that problem behind you. Find the person at the heart of the problem and build a bridge to peace. Humble yourself, end a feud, seek middle ground, and in the process take charge of your Christmas.

Finally, maybe the best gift we Christians have been given is that Christmas has become so secular. Unlike Easter, which is seen only as a Christian holiday, this season has a universal nature that gives us a chance to take to a new level Christ’s challenge of investing our gifts. The secularism of the season has given us many opportunities to tell the story found in “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen.” Because Christmas is so universal, it is easier to talk about Jesus at Christmastime than to do so at any other time of the year. We need to invest this treasure we have been given and see it multiply.

Now is the moment to embrace the gifts we have been given as Christians. We have the power to make this a mighty Christmas, but to do that we must invest our gifts.

[image: 0310293146_content_0033_001]
A Shortcut to the Spirit of the Season

Use an old oil lamp as a part of this year’s decorations. Fill the lamp with scented oil and light it each day as a reminder of your potential to be a light in a dark world.





End of sample
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