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A poke to my chest startled me awake. In the darkness of the winter morning, I opened my eyes to see 
my oldest two children grinning at me. 

“Mom, can we do the tree now? Please?” they asked, even as they jumped into bed to burrow 
against me, warming their small, cold toes on mine. Desperate for coffee, I muttered a groggy yes. 
Vaulting from the bed with a cheer, they thundered down the stairs to the living room, where I could 
hear one crowing to the other that it was an odd day of the month, so it was her turn. 

It wasn’t Christmas morning—not yet, anyway. Instead, my girls were over the moon with 
excitement over our Advent tree, a felt creation with twenty-five tiny square pockets. Each day during 
the month of December, we would read from an Advent-themed devotional for kids and open a folded 
note to see what act of kindness we would do that day. From creating magnet crafts to send to far-flung 
family members to shopping for groceries for the local food shelf or pet items for the animal shelter, 
each day was a mini-adventure. 

On the surface, it sounds overwhelming—but I’ve found that it adds more meaning to our season. I 
sit down with my girls in November and we talk through ideas, eventually deciding on a final list. By 
the time December rolls around, the plan is in place. We’ve found that we aren’t simply adding more 
things to do; rather, we are being more strategic in how we include others. We share what we have to 
give. We volunteer for the organizations we believe in. And, most of all, we show others love. At the 
end of the day, that’s what I want my children to see when they pull those tiny squares from the Advent 
tree: love for God and love for others. For us, that’s what it’s all about anyway. 

 

Kind Habit of the Day: Do some prep work to take the stress out of Advent by making a list of ideas that appeal 

to you, consulting your calendar and “scheduling” your acts of kindness. 
 

D a y  1  

Our Favorite Tradition 
 

You m us t  each  d ec ide  i n  y our  hear t  how  much  to  g i ve .  And  don’ t  g i ve  r e luc tan t l y  
o r  i n  r esponse  t o  pres sure .  “For  Go d  loves  a  p erson  who  g i ves  che er fu l l y .”  2  
Cor in th i ans  9 :7  



 

My husband and I knew that gift giving had gotten out of control. We were spending too much on 
presents for our children and extended family members, and our kids’ wish lists had grown to be 
several pages long. 

We were looking for a change, and when Julie suggested engaging in acts of kindness during the 
Christmas season, we knew it would be a way to change our family’s tradition of giving so many gifts 
to ourselves. 

We told our kids that they’d be receiving three presents each, and that one of those presents would 
be a gift that they would give to someone else. We showed them catalogs of items that could be 
purchased for people in need around the world—things like chickens, food, clean water, housing 
materials, and school supplies. At first the kids weren’t happy, but after they warmed up to the idea, 
they would scour the catalogs for hours, deciding what they’d like to give. 

One night during a family devotion, each child shared what they’d like to give and why—some 
wiping away tears as they explained their gift and why it mattered to them. 

This new experience sparked a tradition that has continued every year since then, allowing a natural 
way to think about others during the holidays, specifically when it comes to gift giving, while also 
allowing us to limit the amount of gifts our children receive. 

We’ve realized that when we take the time to notice the needs of others and then find ways to meet 
those needs, it not only makes us grateful for what we already have, but it also makes us realize that we 
can do with so much less. Contentment is not just about being happy with what I have; contentment 
also grows when I see another person’s need and then meet it. 

Scripture tells us that the generous will prosper, but not necessarily in material possessions. Often 
we prosper in peaceful minds, joyful hearts, and contented spirits—the things that lead to true 
refreshment. 

 
Kind Habit of the Day: Consider giving one of your gifts or one of your children’s gifts to someone else this year. 

Allow your children to be a part of picking what you’ll give and whom you’ll give it to. 

 

D a y  2  

Turning Our Hearts (and Gifts) Toward Others 
The  g enerous  w i l l  prosper ;  t hose  wh o re f resh  o thers  w i l l  themse l ves  be  re f re shed .  
Prove rbs  11:25  



 

“I really think this could be a good idea for us to try this year,” Julie stated excitedly. She had just told Kristin 
and I her idea of doing daily acts of kindness during the Christmas season. And although it sounded 
wonderful, I knew how busy things already were and wasn’t thrilled about adding something else to my to-do 
list. 

She left us with a list of websites to check out that were full of ideas. Kristin had readily agreed, and I 
found myself saying yes too, but more out of a desire to go along with them than a true desire to do it myself. 
Later, as we each made lists of what we planned to do, my eagerness began to spark as I thought about the 
things I’d like to do, especially with my family—picking out gifts for others, making goodies to bring to the 
school staff, volunteering at our local homeless shelter, just to start. 

Looking back now, many years later, I’m a bit embarrassed by my initial response. Incorporating kind acts 
during the holiday season has literally changed my family’s perspective and focus to be back on Christ during 
December like little else has. And amazingly, all the things on my to-do list still get done. My worry about 
adding more and getting overwhelmed never came to fruition. Truth be told, when you put Jesus and people 
first, things that weren’t all that important in the first place tend to fall off naturally, and the things that matter 
stay. 

Now I could not imagine a December that did not incorporate Advent acts of kindness—and neither could 
my family. It is a tradition worth keeping. It’s our constant reminder that when we seek God’s kingdom first, 
he’ll give us everything else we need. If you are wondering whether you could really do this—really add 
something more to your December—I’d encourage you to just give it a try. You just might find, as I have, 
that it’s not just one more thing to do. 

 

Kind Habit of the Day: When planning your December calendar, sit down and prayerfully consider just a few kind acts 

you and your family could do this Christmas season. Think about what you’re already doing and where you’re going, 

and plan kind acts around your schedule. 

D a y  3  

It’s Not Just One More Thing to Do 
Seek  t he  Kingdo m of  God  above  a l l  e l se ,  and  l i ve  r igh t eo us l y ,  and  he  wi l l  g i ve  you  
every th ing  you  need .  Mat th ew 6:33  



 

At some point during my adult life, I began to view the days between December 1 and December 25 as a time 
of chaos instead of peaceful anticipation. Year after year, a mantle of stress settles upon my shoulders as I 
consider all the “extras” packed into that too-short pre-Christmas season: the traditions, the expectations, the 
obligation to make this season a magical experience for my children and those around me. For a girl like me, 
who fails more frequently than she succeeds at her Pinterest aspirations, the thought of those twenty-five days 
has a tendency to make me hyperventilate, even in July. 

As I’ve made room for intentional kindness during the Advent season, I’ve learned to reevaluate my 
expectations every year, weighing traditions and invitations, letting go of some good things so I have the time 
and emotional space for better things. 

I ditched the homemade Christmas cookies years ago because making them caused more stress than joy, but 
I love having a real Christmas tree, so my family makes a full day of finding the perfect one. We invite the 
visiting Chinese interns from our immersion school and head off to a Christmas tree farm for the adventure of 
hunting for a tree, drinking hot cocoa, riding in horse-drawn sleighs, and watching Santa arrive via a 
helicopter. It’s hokey and fun and allows conversational openings about what Christmas means to my family. 
It’s precisely because I buy Christmas cookies instead of making them that I have the extra time and emotional 
capacity to make a party out of Christmas tree hunting. 

As fun as our tree-hunting adventure is, it’s never perfectly magical. The thing about doing acts of kindness 
during Advent is that they rarely go perfectly. Sometimes they fail spectacularly, but God never fails to show 
up. He graciously uses our hands and feet to reach others while at the same time changing us from the inside 
out. We become less focused on getting, more focused on giving, and more peaceful in the midst of chaos. But 
in order to make room to receive it, we have to let some other things go. 

 
Kind Habit of the Day: Pick three “good” things you’re going to let go of this Advent season so that you have the time 

and emotional capacity to focus on the “excellent” things. 

D a y  4  

The Most Wonderful Busy Time of the Year 
Dear  ch i ld ren ,  l e t ’s  no t  m erel y  say  t ha t  we  l ov e  each  o th er;  l e t  u s  show  the  t ru th  
by  our  ac t ions .1  Joh n  3 :18  



 

“Ma’m, how do you know that guy?” he whispered, momentarily catching me off guard as we wrestled the 
spare tire out of my Honda Pilot’s hatchback. “He’s my husband,” I whispered back. I was simultaneously 
bemused and grateful that this stranger who had just come to our rescue was looking out for me and my kids, 
subtly seeking to understand the situation by making sure my husband wasn’t some ne’er-do-well. 

It was 6 o’clock on a Saturday night, and my family was stranded seventy miles from home with a flat tire 
on a 1960 Chevy. We had been caravanning the vintage car home, with Aaron and the kids in the Chevy and 
me following along in the Pilot “just in case.” The vintage vehicle had blown a tire, and we all ended up in a 
grocery store parking lot. 

Our rescuers came in the form of two men and one woman, who spent two hours taking two trips to the 
salvage yard where one of them worked. They eventually sent us on our way with a free, new-to-us tire that 
would get us home and tide us over until we could get to the repair shop. 

I was incredibly grateful, totally humbled, and slightly uncomfortable that I couldn’t repay their kindness in 
a way that would show how much it meant to us. All these emotions flooded my system as Aaron and I shook 
their hands and watched them drive away, but not because our rescuers did anything to make me feel bad. 
They were gracious and warm, going out of their way to help us and not wanting anything in return. 

It’s hard to be on the receiving end of the unearned kindness of strangers.  
If we’re not careful, the actions we intend as kindness can fall flat, coming off as arrogant and selfish—

regardless of our good intentions—leaving us embarrassed and wondering what we did wrong and leaving the 
other side offended. That didn’t happen with our blown-tire incident, but my conflicted emotions made me 
realize how easily it could have. 

While it is uncomfortable to examine our outward actions separately from our intentions, taking a few 
moments ahead of time to consider how the receiver might feel can help us align our actions with our good 
intentions. Let’s make sure we are not belittling people but building them up. 

 

Kind Habit of the Day: Stop to pray about the kind acts you are performing this Advent season, seeking to make sure 

that your actions reflect your good-hearted intentions. 

 

 

D a y  5  

When Kindness Isn’t Kind 
Don’t forget to show hospitality to strangers, for some who have done this have entertained angels without 
realizing it! Hebrews 13:2 



 

I strode down the hallway toward the food-packing event, my footsteps echoing and my children scampering ahead 
of even as I cautioned them to wait for me to catch up. As we walked, I felt as though we were following a some sort 
of pied piper, as more and more people joined us on the journey. Finally, we arrived in a large vestibule overlooking 
a huge warehouse, with big signs announcing entrances, exits, and other directions for the massive event. 

Grabbing gloves and a hairnet, I stuck my jewelry in my pocket as we all readied ourselves for the afternoon. We 
received instructions from the organizers and then headed to rectangular stations where vats of rice and vegetables 
waited to be measured and packed into family-sized portions. My seven-year-old and five-year-old took their jobs 
seriously, painstakingly measuring the scoops and funneling them into plastic bags. Upbeat songs from the eighties 
and nineties played, and we danced and sang along, cheering every time a new box was filled with bags of food. 

At one point, listening to my friends sing along to an old Michael Jackson song and watching the kids dance in 
their places, I felt my breath catch in gratitude. I couldn’t help but think, There is joy in serving. Yes, we were 
spending two hours on a Sunday afternoon on our feet, but this wasn’t some onerous job. It was work, yes, but fun 
work. As I looked around, I saw that same joy reflected on the faces of those around me. 

All too often, it’s easy to say no to serving opportunities that arise. I find myself thinking that someone else will 
do it or worrying that my kids won’t take the task at hand seriously. But each time I say yes to something that feels 
inconvenient on the surface, I’m surprised. Surprised by my kids’ sweet attitudes. Surprised by the deep gratitude 
bubbling up inside me. And, most of all, surprised by the joy that serving others brings. 

 

Habit of the Day: Volunteer for an event or organization you believe in. 

D a y  6  

The Joy of Serving 
Give, and you will receive. Your gift will return to you in full—pressed down, shaken together to make room 
for more, running over, and poured into your lap. The amount you give will determine the amount you get 
back. Luke 6:38 



 

My husband eyed his laptop unhappily, scrolling up and down the page. Huffing with displeasure, he voiced 
his frustration over the number of volunteers still needed for our local homeless shelter’s Kids Hope Shop. At 
this annual event, local at-risk kids can shop for Christmas presents to give to their family members and wrap 
their gifts up in pretty paper and bows. With the event just a few short days away, there were still too many 
open spots for pans of lasagna, salad, bread, and desserts for the meal, not to mention all the people needed as 
volunteers to help run the shop. 

My usually good-natured husband was frustrated because he and I know the secret to why this night is so 
special: despite the fact that we return home utterly exhausted every year, it’s really, really fun. 

On my list of my favorite days of the year, Kids Hope Shop ranks in my top five, just behind Christmas 
Day and the Single Moms Retreat (another event I cherish). It’s even better than my birthday, and as someone 
who likes to celebrate not just my birthday but my birth month, that’s saying something. 

There’s something about small children debating seriously over which cologne their dad would like best or 
which Barbie their sister would want most that makes my heart melt every time. I think this must be what the 
Scripture means about it being better to give than it is to receive, because I always leave wondering why I 
don’t do things like this more often. I return home more grateful than ever for my family and all that we’ve 
been blessed with, and I feel a renewed desire to pour those blessings back out to others. 

 
Habit of the Day: Do something kind for someone who can’t repay you. Afterward, reflect on how it made you feel and 

how you can incorporate this practice into your life more regularly. 

 

D a y  7  

One of My Top Five Days of the Year 
Le t ’s  no t  ge t  t i r ed  o f  do ing  wha t  i s  good.  A t  ju s t  t he  r i gh t  t ime  we  wi l l  r eap  a  
harve s t  o f  b l es s ing  i f  we  d on’ t  g i ve  up .  Ga l a t i ans  6 :9  


