Simply Faithful
Preparing your heart for the
5 days before Christmas
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December 24

Merry
Christmas
“Glory to God in the highest
and on earth peace, good will
toward men.” – Luke 2:14

This 5‐day devotional is my gift to you. May you find
strength – and laughter – in its pages. And may it help
you to focus less on commercialized perfection and
more on peace.
This year, may Christmas be a holy celebration for you
and all of those you love.
Marketta Gregory is a former religion reporter who
now shares her own journey of faith with readers. She
lives in Rochester, NY, with her husband, their three
young boys and one very vocal Pomeranian. To contact
her, email markettagregory@yahoo.com or write to
P.O. Box 12923, Rochester, NY 14612. You can also
visit the Simply Faithful page on Facebook and follow
her on Twitter (@MarkettaGregory).
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We all know that life is full of highs and lows, of gleeful rides to the top of
the Ferris wheel followed by the slow and rocky descent to the ground.
That’s where I found myself last week – in the slow and rocky part.
I was spent. I was tired from working outside the home and exhausted
from dealing with family budgets and laundry and Legos. It seemed
everyone, from my boss to the family Pomeranian needed something from
me. Colt, who is usually a Daddy’s boy, cried every time I left the room.
Benjamin begged me to play with his super hero guys, read a third story and
make another treasure map. Jessie needed help with a Valentine’s Day card,
and Brian and I were arguing over every little thing.
Everyone felt neglected, and no one was getting what he wanted.
“I can’t please anyone,” I half mumbled, half prayed. “I can’t make anyone
happy. There’s just not enough of me.”
There is plenty of me, a quiet, loving voice told me. I am enough.
I hadn’t really been expecting guidance. I only wanted a listener, and even
as I let those words hang there, in my heart I wanted to complain more, to
argue and make my case that too much was being asked of me. But I
couldn’t.
If I claim to believe in an all‐powerful God, then don’t I have to believe he is
all powerful?
It’s so simple, yet I need to be reminded to live that concept out –
reminded to trust that, even on the slow and rocky parts, I’m not on the
Ferris wheel alone.
Do you believe what God says about you? Do you remember that he calls us
his beloved? Have you read that he says he will never leave us or forsake us?
Today, in the rush to get gifts wrapped and bathrooms cleaned, can you
pause for just a moment? When expectations mount and the jobs seem too big
for you to handle, think about these scriptures. Write them on your hand, on
your mirror or on a sticky note for your computer.
“The Lord thy God in the midst of thee is mighty; he will save, he will
rejoice over thee with joy; he will rest in his love, he will joy over thee with
singing.” – Zephaniah 3:17
“But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the excellency of the
power may be of God, and not of us. We are troubled on every side, yet not
distressed; we are perplexed, but not in despair; Persecuted, but not
forsaken; cast down, but not destroyed…” – II Corinthians 4:7‐9
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In an ocean of memories, I remember one that's the size of a raindrop: A
short conversation with Mama in the car.
I couldn't have been much older than 7, and I was telling Mama about
something that we in the larger society needed to fix. (I'm guessing that it
had to do with taking better care of animals because at that age I wanted to
be veterinarian.) I asked her why more adults weren't helping, how they
could just sit there and watch this happen.
She said it was because by the time we get old, we get tired and give up.
We start thinking that things will never change, and we stop believing that
we can make a difference.
Such a simple, sad truth.
I vowed right then, in the front seat of that car, to never let that happen to
me ‐‐ and God has brought me back to that vow time and time again. When I
thought something was too hard or too unpopular. When I felt overwhelmed
and didn't know how to start. When I was too busy to take a moment to be
kind.
I know I'm not alone in choosing hope. There are plenty of people, of all
ages, working for a cause that's higher than themselves. Plenty of people
who are taking small steps with great faith.
When I met Natascha Yogachandra, she was 11 years old and had already
held enough book drives to open nine libraries in other parts of the world.
Then, there's the New York teenager who had the idea to give Christmas
cards to every hospital and nursing home patient in Rochester. A few
thousand cards later, her mission was accomplished. And, finally, one that's
closest to my heart: A local teacher sent an e‐mail asking for birthday cards
and lucky pennies for a student who was dying of cancer. By the time I wrote
Alyssa Bruno's obituary, her family had been smothered with good wishes
from tens of thousands of people who had read the e‐mail and responded
out of love.
I guess we never know the power we have to do good until we take action.
Even the tiniest of raindrops causes ripples.

Growing up with Erb’s Palsy, I often had to ask for help with the little
things – the things that would be much easier with two good arms:
French‐braiding my hair.
Sharpening my pencils in class.
Fastening necklaces.
By now you’d think I’d be used to it. After all, the nerve damage in my neck
and right arm was caused at birth. I’ve never known what it was like to be
able to raise my right arm or straighten my wrist.
I was 12 before I figured out a way to put on a pair of pantyhose without
help from my mama, and my middle sister drove two hours to hang pictures
and curtains in my first apartment. My daddy cut my steak into bite‐sized
pieces for me the first 29 years of my life, and now my husband discretely
slides my plate over at restaurants to do the same.
Still, after all these years, I blush. I’m embarrassed that I need help at all.
I think that’s pretty common, the desire to feel like you have it all
together, that you don’t need anything from anyone else – that you are the
giver, not the receiver.
In fact we celebrate that idea throughout the end of each year. We gather
food baskets for those deemed “needy” and we wrap Christmas gifts for
those who are “less fortunate.” We buy presents for our kids, our mailman
and our hair stylist because it is, after all, the season of giving.
But is that how it was meant to be? Did God intend for us to give gifts or
did he mean for us to accept his gift, the present of love and joy that he
wrapped in swaddling clothes and put in a manger?
I suspect he wants us to do both – to experience the feeling of helping
others and to know what it is like to be the one who needs a lift. It’s
humbling to know that I stumble on my own and must rely on God’s wisdom
and grace and the kind shoulders of family and friends. I’d rather focus on
being the giver, but that would be celebrating only half of Christmas.

Are there people in your life who could use kindness today? In the midst of
this busy season, is there something that you could do to bring comfort or joy?
Kindness doesn’t have to cost money – or even much time. Will you find a
way to share it?

We are taught as children to receive gifts and to say thank you but somehow
we seem to forget as we get older. How will you receive this Christmas? What
(or whom) will you open your hands and your heart to this year?
“If ye then, being evil, know how to give good gifts unto your children,
how much more shall your Father which is in heaven give good things to
them that ask him?” – Matthew 7:11

“By this shall all men know that ye are my disciples, if ye have love one
to another.” – John 13:35
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I wasn’t surprised when I walked into the model train room and saw Jessie
leaning over a track while two gentlemen with gray hair pointed to train cars.
It’s hard not to get into a conversation with the volunteers at the New York
Museum of Transportation. It’s a small place run on donations, the love of
trains and the joy of tinkering.
These volunteers are the kind who strap tiny cameras to engines and hook
up a feed to a nearby TV so kids can see what it’s like to round the curves and
pass the miniature Ferris wheel. They are the kind of handy men who start to
tell a boy how to fix his train and wind up working with him and repairing it
on the spot.
So, when I walked by Jessie I nudged him and jokingly asked if he had
broken something. “No, just helping get this back on the track,” he said,
laughing and lingering by the table.
The two younger boys and I went on to watch the model trains chug
through a tunnel and then we moved on to drive an antique fire truck and
pretend to serve passengers in the dining car. Jessie stayed behind, still
tinkering until it was time to leave.
That night, over dinner, I asked Jessie if he had asked to see something or
if the gentlemen had just offered to show him what they were working on.
“One of the men was trying to get the train back on the track. I noticed his
hand was shaking,” Jessie said, “so I asked if I could help him. That particular
track is a little tricky. You have to get the cars just right.”
And there it was.
My son who fidgets.
My son who usually rushes past details.
That son.
He noticed the most important detail of all.

Take a look at your to‐do list for today. Is there anything – or anyone – that’s
more important than what you have already listed?
What are your priorities today? What details matter most?
“Let brotherly love continue. Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for
thereby some have entertained angels unawares. Remember them that are
in bonds, as bound with them; and them which suffer adversity, as being
yourselves also in the body.” – Hebrews 13:1‐3
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It started innocently enough, this idea to let the boys play with a plastic
nativity set. I thought it would be a nice distraction while we read Christmas
books and a chance to reinforce the story of Jesus’ birth. But before we made
it through the first few pages, there was trouble.
I did the parental nod toward my husband and subtly shifted my eyes over
to Colt, our youngest son, who had an angel hanging out of his mouth and
was shaking his head from side to side. I tried to not make a big deal out of it
since it was family time – a time when we generally try to stay positive. So,
we kept reading until our middle son, Benjamin, swiped a donkey and a
shepherd from our oldest son.
I barely had time to lecture Benjamin on the need to share before I saw
him knocking over the wise men and heading for the baby Jesus to get the
other bad guys.
“Let’s not use Jesus for violence,” I said. “That’s not the kind of thing he
teaches.”
A few more pages and the book ended. We pulled out the words to The
Friendly Beasts, an old Christmas carol that talks about the gifts the animals
brought to baby Jesus, and we took out wooden figures that the boys could
use to act out the song. Somewhere between the cow offering her manger
and the sheep bringing wool for a blanket, I noticed blue swaddling clothes
hanging out of Colt’s mouth. I did the infamous finger sweep.
“You can’t chew on Jesus,” I told him while I checked for teeth marks in the
wood. Thankfully there were none, so I wiped off Jesus and put him back in
the manger. He was only there for a few seconds before he went missing.
“Great,” I said, less than thrilled. “Where is Jesus?”
Then, I saw him. There, in the middle of the scattered Fisher Price nativity
set and the jumbled wooden figures, was our Jesus in blue swaddling clothes.
Right there in the chaos of my little family. Unfazed and solid as ever.
“Can we play again tomorrow?” Benjamin asked.
“Absolutely,” I said. “Absolutely.”
Even if this Christmas season doesn’t go the way you have planned, do you
trust that Jesus will be there? Look for him amid the burnt rolls and the missed
flights. He’ll be waiting for you.
“For I the Lord thy God will hold thy right hand, saying unto thee, Fear
not; I will help thee.” – Isaiah 41:13
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