
























































Ma’s Tree Lot
An Advent Devotional
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Written by Pastor Dan Valasakos





1
“Look at the proud!  Their spirit is not right in them, but the righteous live by their faithfulness.”- Habakkuk 2:4

Before leaving the parking lot of the grocery store, the kids had to visit the Christmas Tree “lot” near the end of the parking lot.  “Can’t we get out and see the trees?”  The tempting response is, “You can see the trees through the window just fine.”  Plus, it’s thirty-four degrees out.  But as we know, for children especially, seeing isn’t so much about looking, as it is touching, smelling and engaging in the “Tree Lot” experience.  There’s a sense of “a different spirit” when walking and taking in the Tree Lot.  It’s more than a physical experience noting that this is a special time and a special place to be.  It’s not like walking through a nursery or arboretum in March; there’s something else among the trees and it is something that is not seen, and yet, we are aware of it.
The car stopped and the jubilant energized joy jumped out to a smell of pine and fried chicken from the nearby restaurant.  “Slow down and stay together” is spoken loudly (Good advice for Advent journeys.) only to be drowned out by youth generated excitement.  And as mommy gets out the car, trying to keep up, she hears someone speak to her in a manner she can hear, “You have very spirited and active children.  Sit down a moment and let them do their thing.  They’ll be fine.”  The older woman then gets up from her folding chair and heads over to share with the children some special stories of Christmas trees and Christmas Spirit.  She loves that the children listen by asking questions.  And each answer offered by the older woman sheds a new light into Advent and Christmas.  Things that were unknown to these children are becoming known and are becoming a part of the of their lives.  But isn’t that really what faith tends to do?  Something unknown, something not existing yet somehow becomes known and engaging in our daily living.
May this Advent be an intentional time to engage with the advent of Christmas through the Holy Spirit and intentional practicing of looking at life through the lens of faith.  Take time to stop the car, get out and listen like children with a mind set in faithfulness.

2
“If I have told you about earthly things and you do not believe, how can you believe if I tell you about heavenly things?” - John 3:12

The elderly woman gathered some of the children around a smaller, not so perfect tree near the center of the tree lot.  Under this tree was a small manger scene.  She began to share with the children and the 
bows and wreaths, its lights and tree.  The ornaments captured light and sent that light out with twinkles and glimmers.  And then the greatest light shone as the families of Dylan, Kiara, Tyler and Blaise entered to celebrate Christmas at Holy Cross.  Her joy could not be contained.  She was weeping with love and hugged each child and every family member.  This was the best Christmas Eve ever!!
	Before the service, Ma sat alone in her silence and gave thanks and praise to the Lord.  She thanked the Lord for her faith and how the Lord worked through her stirring something new and different into the lives of these families.  She gave thanks and praise that they were there and would hear God’s Word, a Word that took flesh and has power to transform lives and being.  She thanked the Lord and gave praise for the Love and Grace that shapes her words and deeds and for the forgiveness bestowed to keep her humble and walking in right paths.  She worshipped the Lord that night from a heart and mind filled with grace and peace.  Praise be to God. 




















































in the afternoon.  She’s looking forward to piping some cookies with the grandkids.  They’re getting a little older now, but they too look so forward to this Christmas tradition.  As she considered this, Ma said a prayer for Dylan and his aunt and uncle.  She prayed that they would be moved by the Spirit to seek ways to hear God’s Word and have that word spoken and lived in ways they could understand.  She prayed that the good news, the gospel of our Lord be spoken, heard and lived out by faithful disciples encouraging Dylan and family may be encouraged to hear, learn and live which will feed the eyes of their hearts.
	Ma knows that our hearts and minds are vessels to be filled with word.  Early in her life, she was filled with word of the world and that word never satisfies.  It’s purpose is to leave one hungry and always needing to do more and more.  It is a word that does not contain peace.  As life moves and we move with it, we feel that we are always lacking.  This is not the Word of God.  To be filled with God’s word is to begin to experience a peace that comes in knowing that the One who created you has made you “enough”.  And not only are you “enough”, with Christ, you are more than enough.  And, when gathered with others who are “enough”, amazing
Godly miraculous occurrences and power are made known and experienced.  This is the awareness of God’s Kingdom among us, with us, for us and through us.  This truth is affirmed in that God sent the Son and this is truly something that needs to be celebrated.  And tonight, with family and friends, Ma will give worship and praise for the arrival of the most precious infant child to come into the human realm.

25
“I will give thanks to the Lord with my whole heart; I will tell of all your wonderful deeds.”  Psalm 9:1

	That afternoon was busy as the families arrived and Ma was getting ready to feed the family.  Once everyone got something to eat and were catching up with each other, they all began to get ready for the Candlelight service.  As night began to take hold, the Christmas lights seemed to be brighter than ever as the love of family and friends makes all things brighter.   As they drove to the worship service at Holy Cross, it seemed that there were more Christmas lights than Ma could remember.  This brought a huge smile to Ma.
	They arrived and Ma was introducing her family, once again, to those gathered to offer worship and praise.  It was rather cold outside and Ma remained outside greeting people with her huge smile.  The narthex and the sanctuary were beautiful with its 
adults who brought them, “My given name is Huldah but almost everyone calls me Ma.”  And then Ma began to weave a story in which a king came to buy a tree.  He sought out the biggest and best.  When he found it, he bought it.  As he was bringing the tree to the wagon, a child made comment to the king, “That is the most beautiful tree I have ever seen.”  The king replied, “I’m sure the one you have is just as beautiful, if not more so.”  “But sir, we cannot afford a tree.  Not many in my clan have ever had a tree during Christmas.”  The king looked at the sorrow welling up in the child’s eyes and was moved.  The king loaded up the tree and spoke again to the child, “The most beautiful spot for this beautiful tree is required.  And that beautiful spot is in your home.”  The king brought the tree to the child’s house, helped bring it in, set it up and then left.  The king went back to get another tree and as you can guess, this time, it was siblings with sorrow filled eyes.  The king brought a tree to their home as well.  This went on for days.  More young hearts that needed the lifting of the cloud of sorrow from their eyes, received the gift of a tree from the king.  This was not done to receive praise and thanks, but to live out the meaning of Christmas as the king tried to do all year.”  The king ended up with no tree and yet, the king was filled with a joy and a hope and a peace which continued to overflow the rest of his reign.”
The kids had many questions for Ma and she enjoyed all of them.  But one question stood out and that question was, “Why would the king give away all the trees and not save one for himself?”  Ma’s response was, “That’s a question you should ask the adults in your life.  I’m sure they have interesting answers to your important question.”  The question is now posed to you, “What do you think as to why the king gave and didn’t save one tree for himself?”
	
3
“ I will raise up for myself a faithful priest who shall do according to what is in my heart and in my mind. I will build him a sure house, and he shall go in and out before my anointed one forever.” – 
1 Samuel 2:35

The kids scrambled back into the car after deciding who gets the front seat.  The car was still backing up to leave the lot when the question was asked to their mom, “Why would the king give away all the trees and not save one for himself?”   After a longish moment of silence filled with youthful anticipation of an answer, mom put the question back on the kids, “I’m not sure.  Why do you think he did such a thing?  The youngest offers insight, “Maybe, the king is allergic to the trees just like I’m allergic to

cats.”  Another voice follows, “Well, I think he’s lost his mind.  He needs to go see a shrink.”  And then the eldest child speaks, “I think he found more joy in giving to others than only caring about himself.  It’s like when Lucy was sick and couldn’t go trick-or-treat.  You made us share our candy with her.  She was so happy.  I’ve never seen anyone happier and that made me feel like I was important.  I loved seeing her big smile and so I gave most of my candy to her.  The candy wasn’t as important as I thought.  When I ran out of candy, I wanted to get more, not for me but so I could keep giving to Lucy and make her happy.”	
	In hearing her oldest child share this valuable insight at such a youngish age, mom was stirred with a joy that touched her very being.  She was inspired to build upon this insight and speak to the Christmas season.  “Abby, I am very pleased you shared that because that gets me thinking about God, who gives to us that we may share with others.  We are inspired to give like God gives.  This time of year, we celebrate God who gives to us completely and totally by sending the heavenly Son so that all creatures may smile and know that God the Creator loves them and wants to bring peace and joy into the lives of all.  I think the giving and the sending of God’s promised Savior brings great joy to God.”

4
 “Do not be conformed to this age, but be transformed by the renewing of the mind, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.” – Romans 12:2

	As they continue their ride home, the middle child speaks, “Well, I gave candy to Lucy and after a while, I stopped giving her my candy”  Through mom’s slightly distorted face mom asks, “Why did you do that?”  “Well, I stopped giving it to her because she stopped thanking me.  At first, I would share with her and she would say thank you.  But then she stopped thanking me and so I stopped giving it to her.”  Mom smiled.  She thought about those who give to get something in return.  This tends to be the way of the world.  The world offers you that which you need to live and you give money that you and your family may continue to exist.  Existence is something to strive for in this world because the other option is to not exist.  We all know that existing isn’t all that easy in this world.  This is the mindset that has traveled the synapses forming common worn paths in our brains.  But this is not the mindset of Christmas.  Most of our lives are spent in conditional transactions securing our existence and yet, the Lord gives unconditionally.  To live in God’s unconditional love, 
was there to help.  These two older folks live and love Christmas and live and love the Lord.   As Ma stands with a sense of joy knowing how her trees have helped others experience joy, she has a big smile.  Ma knows a Christmas tree is not the Word of God but it is a vehicle to direct and encourage others to seek and hear the Word of the Lord.  She stands and prays that her efforts were of the Lord and that what she has done has been faithful.  In the setting sun, Ma and Gabe stand and pray.  A few cars pull up and she’s hoping that she can give them the final trees.  It’s Dylan with his aunt and uncle as well as Kiara, Tyler and Blaise with family.  And they have pizza!!  Ma and Gabe are invited over for a sunset meal of pizza with her new friends.  It is hard to imagine her smile could get any bigger, but it did.  
The kids shared their stories of working the tree lot over the last several weeks.  They showed scrapes and cuts from handling the trees.  They shared stories of grumpy customers who left smiling and how that made their young hearts feel the goodness God has stirred within.  To bring a smile to someone’s face was more rewarding than putting a frown and anger to someone’s life.  They shared how they thought having to work a Christmas tree lot over their school break was going to be the lamest and most cruel thing that could happen to their lives.  They also shared how the Christmas tree lot carried a spirit that could change someone’s day.  They also shared how that spirit has been at work changing the way they see each other and the way they see life.  They have begun a journey of seeing people not by their exterior presence, but the spirit of their presence is becoming more important to these young people and their families.  They have begun a journey of seeing through Christ eyes the people around them in a world that grows dimmer and darker as humanity no longer seeks the divine among us.

24
“I pray that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, may give you a spirit of wisdom and revelation as you come to know him, 18so that, with the eyes of your heart enlightened, you may know what is the hope to which he has called you, what are the riches of his glorious inheritance among the saints, 19and what is the immeasurable greatness of his power for us who believe, according to the working of his great power.”  Ephesians 1:17-19
	
It’s Christmas Eve day and Ma is busy making some more baked goods.  This time, the love filled treats are for her family.  Her daughter and son and their kids are arriving to celebrate Christmas with her.  They arrive a little later 
out but come to fruition.  We, like Ma, are to walk by faith and not by sight.

22
 “And he told them many things in parables, saying: “Listen! A Sower went out to sow.” Matthew 13:3
	
Ma had been thinking of giving it up.  “I’m getting too old for this!” crops up and swirls around in her mind and even in her heart.  Ma knows that Christmas will always be celebrated.  It may not be like it “used” to be, but Christmas will always be around.  Celebrating may look different in the years to come.  She has already seen houses with the most awesome synchronized lights and music displays.  Technology really has impacted the expressions of celebrating the season.  She even overheard a costumer tell another that she used AI to assist her in getting just the perfect gift for her husband.  Yes, things may change, but Christmas will always be celebrated.
	Ma’s concern isn’t that Christmas will someday fail to be celebrated, her concern is will it be lived out?  Christmas gives witness to the words and promises of God which are not like the words and promises of the world.  The words and promise of God have become enfleshed in order that our entire being is saved from death and the grave.  Christmas is not only about new life, but it is about the fulness of life while walking this land.  There is a peace and joy that will not depart those who walk in the gift of God’s grace and faith.  All life changes and yet, will the Son of Man find faith in this world when the Lord seeks?  To celebrate Christmas is one thing, but to believe and live a life reflective of knowing and living in the very Christmas sending of God Almighty into the constraints of this world is a total different way of life.	
	This is the life that Ma has come to radiate around her.  A life in relationship with the One who has come to save and to empower to do the works as if being God’s hands, feet and voice.  Ma has learned that she is to cast out seed anywhere and everywhere and see what the Lord will grow.  Yes, many don’t want to hear and yet, there are others who listen and in that, Ma always has hope.  

23
 ‘But the Lord said to Samuel, “Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his stature, because I have rejected him, for the Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.”  1 Samuel 16:7
	
It’s the day before Christmas Eve and Ma is close to closing the lot.  Things are boxed up, just about loaded up and just a few trees left to give away.  Gabe 
grace and giving requires new paths for our brains to develop.
	Mom asks the middle child, “I didn’t hear a thank you for getting a Christmas tree.  I guess I will just have to stop giving you kids a Christmas Tree at Christmas.  Of the several Christmas trees in your lives, have you ever thanked the Lord for the seed, the water, the sun, the growth of the tree?  Has God stopped providing trees for us because we haven’t given the Lord thanks for creating such a wonder?   I’m sure, like me, you can get busy and forget to give God thanks and praise.  And yet, God continues to give and give and bless and bless.”  
	 We do exist and yet as we walk in the faith of Christ Jesus, the essence of our being becomes shaped to be more Christ like by the working of the Almighty within our existence rather than being shaped by the world around us.  This is core to being a child of Christmas.  Such a willingness to submit our essence into the hands of the eternal Lord slowly moves us to be aware of the unconditional love and sharing which now exists in us because of the Lord’s sending the Son at this special time of year.

5
“The God of our ancestors raised up Jesus, whom you had killed by hanging him on a tree.” – Acts 5:30

	
The children explode out the car as it parks in the driveway and scurry into differing directions.  Lucy runs into the house, Caleb, the middle child, runs to the neighbor’s house where his best friend lives and the oldest, Sophia heads for the backyard carrying a big bag of dog food.  Caleb puts on the brakes as he reckons that the Christmas tree needs to get inside the house.  As Caleb speaks these words, a strong cold breeze cuts through him and he remembers it’s winter.  He turns back to help with the tree and the other groceries.  Mom, Sophia and Caleb manage to get the tree in the door, as Lucy supervises.  Caleb noted that the tree looks much larger in the house than it did standing outdoors with the other trees.  Outside in the cold among the others, the tree looked average and mundane.  But inside the house, the tree seemed to take on a new life, a new presence that was almost overwhelming.  The living room was transformed by the addition of the tree.  The whole house was seemingly transformed by the presence of the tree.  How can a tree bring about such transformation?  Is it the tree or is there more to it?  And so all the world is transformed with the presence of the infant child Jesus the Christ of God as He is now in the world.

6
“Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and guarded under the 
law until faith would be revealed. Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ came, so that we might be reckoned as righteous by faith.” 
Galatians 3:23-24

That evening, the energy of anticipation found its completion as the family gathered to decorate the tree. Dad had made it home from work and pulled down the ornament containers that had been stored for the year.  Some dust, some sneezing and some grunts led to the containers of lights and ornaments making their way into the home.  Dad proclaims, “First things first.  The lights.”  Dad tests the first string of lights, and they are bright, right and ready to shine.  The second string was not happening.  No light from the lights.  The third string was half and half.  Mom now proclaims, “First things first.  Let’s pray.”  They prayed offering thanks for the tree and the people and friends and family they experience daily.  They prayed for well-being of all. They prayed for those lacking in realms of health, safety, for those struggling and asked that they themselves may be instruments of faithfulness to aid all those who are suffering need.  Caleb then offers the petition for working Christmas tree lights.  Amen.
Concern was displayed through the eyebrows of Sophia.  When asked what was wrong, she reminded everyone that they can’t add the ornaments onto the tree until the lights have been placed on the tree.  This is Christmas tree rule number three!!   A big discussion unfolded as they discussed “Christmas Rules” and where do they come from. Who made the Christmas Tree rules and are they really that important?  And if so, who made them to be important? They discussed having a Christmas tree with less lights, or no lights.  Would it still be Christmas if the Christmas tree had no lights?  They learned that even though Christmas tree rules speak with authority, the Christ child prevails with or without Christmas tree lights and no human tree rules can taint or change the authority of the Son of God.
 
7
“For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God— 9 not the result of works, so that no one may boast.”  Ephesians 2:8-9
	
The family stood around the tree and decided that they would like to have lights and that there was still time for dad to head to the store to pick up a few new strings.  Everyone but Lucy had things they had to get done so it was Lucy and dad who made the trek to the shopping plaza.  The two turned into the plaza at the far end of the parking lot where Ma 
Adults shared about their church experiences and how some had just drifted as the currents of the world took them farther and farther away from the Word of God.  Some had never attended a worship service.  The only time they spent in a church was for weddings and funerals.  Ma invited them to her favorite candlelight service on Christmas Eve.  
	The evening was winding down and time to break everything down and put it away.  The four youth and their families stayed to help.  As they helped, they ran into people they knew and people they didn’t know.  All seemed to be joy-filled that they were there and that they were helping.  The families felt welcomed and that their presence was valued.  

21
“Then the Lord answered me and said: Write the vision; make it plain on tablets, so that a runner may read it.” Habakkuk 2:2

	The next day, Ma was at the tree lot early.  It was that time of the season to begin to shut down the lot and put things away until the rising of the next season.  Ma will be slashing prices and donating trees to any and all who have little income but big hearts.  Ma is not sure as to what will happen next year because the lot she has been using for the last twenty years is now the site for a new national pharmacy chain and a new national coffee chain.  They already have several of these businesses in town, but there seems to always be a need for more.  Ma has a vision of a new lot and new hopes, but this vision is always challenged.		Ma is not looking forward to acquiring new permits, insurance costs, contracts, new regulations, old regulations, scan this code, go to this site.   She tries to keep up but at times she does get overwhelmed with new costs, new fees, on-line impersonal mandates to follow.   Her husband used to take care of all this and since his passing, her children have helped.  But they too can’t seem to keep up with all the regulations and codes and on-line contracts, etc.  But Ma keeps her vision and battles the weeds from choking out the fruit.  The fruit being joy and hope in a world that seems to offer only frustration, impersonal hoops, lack of accountability and pressure to perform at top speed all the time.  Ma holds to a vision of a place in the public domain in which there is a well that for a moment is an oasis of caring relationship and a place where Godly gifts can be breathed.  She holds this vision and will not let it go for she knows it is a vision of the Lord.  The Lord has given a vision to the faithful and they too need places of rest and revitalization in their day to day so that the vision the Lord has given to them may not be choked 


holiness and divinity of the season washes over people in glorious ways.  
	Ma took all this in and as the moment washed over her, her smile grew almost to be too big for her face.  To see the community gather in a place to experience the Lord’s power and presence stirred deep within the very being of Ma.  She wondered, “What happens?”  Why does this moment only last for an evening and not for a lifetime?”  Tomorrow, some of these same folks will be honking their horns at each other, yelling obscenities and living life in fear rather than love?  This only stirs perseverance in Ma as she recommits to do her part to keep this moment alive in the community throughout the year through her prayerful considerations empowering her words and deeds.  As the final song was sung, her heart, soul and mind were at peace.  Let’s go eat some cookies!!

20
“For we are what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand so that we may walk in them.” Ephesians 2:10
A wave of children’s joyous screams and short bodies broke upon the cookie and treat area as adults tried to keep up.  Ma watched as smiles and laughter prevailed the darkening night.  As the initial wave decreased in intensity, Ma saw Kiara, Tyler and Blaise bringing up the rear.  They too beamed joy and goodness.  It’s as if Ma’s vision of these youth was fulfilled.  Ma did not ignore where they were and are in their lives, but she held to a vision of the potential of these youth.  She saw the goodness that these youth could not see in themselves.  She held to the vision and engaged with these young people from within the vision she had of them.  And at this moment, seeing these young people enjoying a moment in their lives together was a tangible glimpse of the vision she holds.  She prays it’s the same vision Christ has of them and of her.
	Ma stood in the Lord’s grace as her eyes followed the three youth.  It was like she was standing in the Kingdom of Heaven.  As she stood there, she felt another presence next to her.  It was Dylan who was handing her one of the piped cookies he had done.  He spoke, “These cookies were going fast so I thought I would bring one to you before they were gone.”  Ma thanked him and took a huge bite of the cookie.  As she was chewing it down, Kiara, Tyler and Blaise approached her.  She was beaming to see them and their families.  She introduced Dylan to them and one could tell that it was not going to be long before he would fit right in with these three.  She spoke with the parents and guardians of the young ones and she even gave a tour of the church campus.  The 
has her tree lot.  Lucy is animate about stopping to see Ma because Lucy had a gift for her.  Dad and her parked the car, got out and found Ma who seemingly just finished telling another story to those who would listen.  Lucy reached into her backpack and pulled out a Christmas ornament that was shaped like a crown which she had taken from the container at home.  She handed it to Ma and offered these words, “I think you’ll like this ornament.  I’m sorry I didn’t wrap it up like a Christmas gift.  I didn’t have any time.  It’s an emergency.  We can’t hang our ornaments on our tree until we get Christmas lights that work.”
	“Oh, dear, what a very special gift.  You didn’t wrap it with paper, but you wrapped it in love and that’s the most important. Love does amazing things in this world.  The greatest power in the world is love.  Love changes people and it is in loving the other, and one another, that life and living reach their fullness.  Young lady, you have made my day full and for that, I must tell you that you are a very special child.”  Dad stood there as tears welled into his eyes and thought, “So, this is Christmas.”
	Dad breaks the divine moment, encouraging Lucy to return to the car so they can get to the store for new lights.  Ma was quick to respond, “Can you wait just a moment?”  She walked over to one of the large plastic 
containers and pulled out several strings of lights.  She gave them to dad, “Please receive these for I know they will have a good home.”  Dad knew that this was not a “quid pro quo” (something given in exchange for something else) moment and graciously received the lights with a heartfelt thank you.  Lucy and dad returned home with satisfying hearts and smiles. 

8
Do not repay evil for evil or abuse for abuse, but, on the contrary, repay with a blessing. It is for this that you were called—that you might inherit a blessing. - 1 Peter 3:9

“Ma’s Tree Lot” appeared many, many years prior.  For many in the neighborhood, Ma and the tree lot were like an oasis and had become a “fixture” in the community.  People from all walks of culture, language and faith would visit.  This “pop-up” business was much more than Ma’s way to make a living but was her way of helping make the living of life prosperous and right for any and all.   Even though many never visited, many knew this holiday garden was back for another season and in so, brought a sense of stability and comfort to the community.  So, when the tree lot was vandalized, there was a great outcry in the community.  Disappointment and frustration washed over the entire community at the news.  Who would do such 
a thing?  It turned out to be some bored and misguided youth supposedly “just having some fun”.  
	Brothers and sisters of the community began to stop by to offer whatever they could to express the disappointment and agitation they felt in hopes of not only showing care for Ma, but in an attempt to let Ma know that she is not alone.  As they shared their concern, many noticed that they were more upset than Ma.  She seemed to be taking this as another learning experience.  The question now becomes, who is in need of being comforted?  
	Ma spent the day talking with authorities and parents seeking how best to resolve not the vandalism, but to determine how best to bring about a sense of restoration of a currently tainted community image and hope for a healthier community.  She was able to work it out that she would have the youth do community hours in her tree lot and avoid the traditional judicial accounting for such reckless and heartless actions of the three youth who were involved in this misdemeanor.  She saw these three young people not as criminals needing punitive measures, but as young people needing to see themselves and the lives around them in a new light; in a “Christmas” light.



9
  “For which of you, intending to build a tower, does not first sit down and estimate the cost, to see whether he has enough to complete it?  Otherwise, when he has laid a foundation and is not able to finish, all who see it will begin to ridicule him, saying, ‘This fellow began to build and was not able to finish.’ Luke 14:28-30
	
The following afternoon, project “Christmas Light to the Vandals” began as the three youth, oozing “coolness”, arrive at the lot.  Ma had them sit down on some old metal folding chairs next to an orange water cooler.  Two of the youth’s earbuds are pumping music into their brains and bodies.  The other was simply scrolling through her phone.  “When you’re ready to help, let me know,’ and off Ma went to help a gentleman who was purchasing a tree.  The three sat and sat and sat.  After a few hours, one of the young men asked, “So, what do you want us to do?”  Ma’s response caught them off guard.  “Well, you’ve sat here for several hours, where does it seem like help is needed?”  Kiara, the young lady said, “You have a bunch of trees over there that are laying down, stacked on top of one another.  That’s not good for sales.”  “Good point!  What should we do about that?”  They look at each other and it’s Kiara once again, “You should set them up, closer to the front, so people can see them.”  Ma quickly 
done this, but this is pretty fun.  Just then, a few more people showed up to help.  They too recognized the skill of Dylan and commented on how beautiful his cookie designs were.  Dylan was feeling pretty good about himself.  His aunt and uncle came in and joined in as well.  Dylan was so pleased about his cookies that he was sharing with his aunt and uncle how much fun it was piping cookies.  He also shared that he thought going to church was going to be really lame and yet, here he has found a sense of people really caring about him.  He also commented on how people really care about them, his aunt and uncle, as well.  
	Ma watched as the three of them piped sugar cookies, smiling, talking and enjoying each other’s presence.  Ma knew that this relationship would have its ups and downs, but she also recognized that there was hope that the “ups” would provide the strength needed to make it through some of the tougher challenges.  Ma has been given eyes of faith to see God’s hand and love working in her life and in the lives around her.  Ma has always said that too many people miss the Lord’s presence and activity because they’re too busy and too self-centered.  Ma takes it upon herself to live a life in which her words and deeds, of which God works through, to open the eyes of those who are blind.  And more than that, to affirm and strengthen faith, through the Lord’s doing, to those that have received this gift of faith, but are not aware of the power within their being.  

19
“Make a joyful noise to the Lord, all the earth.  Serve the Lord with gladness; come into his presence with singing.”  Psalm 100:1-2

	The Holy Cross Family Christmas Night started off with prayers and singing.  People from all over were gathered to sing Christmas carols along with some special performances.  There were some solo performances, some singing in the round and a youth group that sang as only youth can.  For the last song that the youth sang, they invited all the youth to come and join in.  It was a familiar song, “Away in a Manger”.  Many of the youth in the crowd came forward and joined in.  From little ones belting it out to others who whispered the words, it was a holy moment for all who were there.  The Holy Spirit seemed to flow forth from the parts of the hymn that were amazingly harmonious to the parts of the song in which some of the younger voices belted off key.  Everyone there was seemingly touched by the divine and God’s activity was known and experienced by many.  This is why the community continues to attend the event in mass.  Every year, the Lord blesses this gathering as the 
amazed at the amount she made and asked, “Did you have help making all those cookies?”  Ma looked at him and confessed, “Yes, I did have help.  Some of my neighbors gathered and helped make them.  I enjoy being with people and I have learned people enjoy being with me.”  Dylan said, “Good for you.  It’s a different story when no one wants to be with you though.”  Ma responded, “I know that feeling.  I was bounced around as a child and that journey hardened my heart when I was younger.  I finally ended up with some people who saw something in me and were able to help me see it too.  You know what Dylan, I know you are in a place in which your aunt and uncle want the best for you.  Give them a chance to shower you in care and love.”
	Ma continued, “I could have made angel cookies, or reindeer cookies or just plain round cookies but I make Christmas tree cookies because Christmas trees provided the kick start to the journey of my heart going from stone to a heart of flesh and hope.  Ida, the woman I was staying with told me the story of Martin Luther and how he is given credit for starting the Christmas tree tradition.  He was walking home one night and saw the stars twinkling between the branches.  The lights seemingly sat in the tree and brought life to the tree in the darkness.  He brought a tree into the house and using candles, imitated the scene inside the living room.  Ida told me that we can be the lights inside and outside when the light of Christ is in us.
	That night, there was a storm and, in the morning, I got up and went out.  As the clouds were breaking up, sunlight struck a tree in the yard and there were thousands of tiny lights, sun reflecting on the raindrops in the tree and my heart skipped.  The scene was so beautiful and for some reason, the first words out of my mouth were, ‘Thank you, God.’  As I reflect back on my life, this was the first time I recognized God in this world.  It’s been an incredible journey since.  It hasn’t been the easiest life, but it has been the best.”
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“ But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind. 14 And you will be blessed because they cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.”  Luke 14:13-14
	
Ma and Dylan started piping the cookies with green frosting.  They would pipe blue and red dots representing ornaments on the tree.  They piped white garlands and as they went along, by the fifth or sixth cookie, one could see that Dylan had a great sense of design and a natural skill piping.  Ma had to comment, ”So, how long have you been doing this?  You seem to be a pro.”  Dylan spoke, “I’ve never
responded, “You have a good business sense about you.  Would you help by setting up trees closer to the front?”  “Sure, it beats sitting here doing nothing.”
	At the end of the allotted time on the lot, Ma had the three sit down in the same crippled metal chairs.  She first thanked the youth for their work and then asked them, “Now, what took more effort, energy and work?  Was tearing down trees more work that setting the trees up?”  Tyler was the first, “It was no problem vandalizing.  That was easy.  It was harder to set them up and make them look right.  You know, so that they’re not all drunk and wobbly looking, but straight and looking right.”  “That’s correct.” Ma responded.  “Destroying, tearing down, dismissing and belittling are fruits of a lazy and weak souled person.  It takes strength to build, create and lift others when they’re down.  Through your actions, the community thinks you’re worthless, weak and a problem.  But, to me, you just need some exercise for your soul and I am so pleased that you showed up and decided to put forth some effort in a positive, uplifting and building manner.  You can feel good about yourselves.  I hope to see you for your next hours with me.”  
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“The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise.” Psalm 51:17
All three youth showed up the next day at the appointed time.  It was later in the afternoon because the youth were still in school and Winter Break was not yet upon the youth and the community.  They sat in the rickety metal chairs as before, but this time, no earbuds and no phones out.  They immediately started engaging with people who came to the lot to enhance the Christmas experience for self, for family and for friends.  Many of those visiting had no idea that these youth were the vandals of the lot, but some did know.  Those who knew were surprised at how pleasant, helpful and how the youth carried a spirit of joy about them as they engaged with strangers from within the community.   As the youth and community engaged, the image that the community had about these vandals began to change and more importantly, the image each youth had of themselves began to change.
After a few hours, the youth were surprised to see a pizza delivery person bring some pizzas to the tree lot.  Ma invited them to sit and eat.  As she sat with them, she began to share how pleased she was with the three of them.  “I have learned that people who have good hearts, at times, share words and actions which bring pain and suffering into 
the lives of those around them.  People with good hearts can do 
bad things.  This isn’t because they are bad, but we, as humans, can speak and act from places of weakness, corruption, confusion and tiredness.  And what comes forth does not build and lift, but put down, belittle and dismiss the other.  
In my earlier years, I too spoke and acted from weakness, thinking it was strength and I learned that the world’s notion of strength is not God’s understanding of strength.  We see God’s strength during this time of year as the Almighty Lord abandons the Might and Glory of the Eternal Giver of Life to become an innocent infant dependent upon the love and care of human parents and family.  We begin to see how God understands and reveals strength by sacrificing all God is that we, the creatures of the Creator, may live in God’s ways and not the ways of this broken world. True strength comes from a foundation of humbleness.” 

11
“Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world but in order that the world might be saved through him.”  John 3:17

The youth continued to show up, on time, with fairly good attitudes as they paid their debt to society working the Christmas tree lot of Huldah, known as “Ma”.  Kiara, Tyler and Blaise would arrive, sit down by the cooler for a bit as they listened to music and assessed what and where they may be of help.  Blaise and Tyler got up to help load five trees which were going to a food and respite facility for unhoused.  Kiara continued to sit.  Ma came and sat with her for a moment.  She began to ask a question by stating, “It seems your mom is the busiest person in the world.  I’m curious, what do you get the busiest mom in the world for Christmas?”
“My mom works so hard.  It’s just her and my two younger brothers.  This time of year she works three jobs.  Late at night, I will watch Hallmark movies and dream that someday my mom will find someone, NO! that someone would find my mom and love her.  But we don’t live in a Hallmark world and love seems to be something that is fading from people’s lives.  I may be young, but I do know that love is the greatest power in this world, but love isn’t always easy.  My mom had a “boyfriend” a few years back and she was smiling, happy and positive.  But soon, the love from this guy became controlling and I told my mom that love doesn’t control people.  She became very sad and she stopped seeing this guy.  I felt so bad that I ruined it for my mom.”
	“Oh, Honey, you didn’t ruin it for your mom.  Your mom heard truth in your words even though 
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From the Via de Cristo community: “Make a friend.  Be a friend.  Share Christ with that friend.”

	The gentleman who had made the comment about juvenile delinquents stood silent and Ma could tell there was something on his heart. Ma asked, Fred, “Are you doing OK?”  Fred responded, “My fourteen-year-old nephew has come to live with us.  We are considered the last hope and only family for this young man.  This child is a handful, and we seem to be getting nowhere with him.  He’s been with us for about a month and I’m ready to give up.  This kid has no respect, nor does he have ears that listen.  I’m a little frustrated with young people of today.   I thought if I brought him here today to help set up and work that he might get to know some people.  But there he is, sitting over there with his phone ignoring everybody and everything that’s going on.  Can you go and speak with him?
	Ma went over to Dylan and she introduced herself, “Hi.  People call me Ma, and I need some help.  Would you be willing to help me?  Dylan slowly looked up from the screen of his phone, stared at Ma for several seconds, offered some dismissive sounds and slowly stood up.  “Whatever.  What do you want me to do?”  Ma responded, “I have some Christmas Tree shaped cookies in the kitchen that need decorating.  I’m on my way to the kitchen now and I thought you might be willing to assist.  Have you ever decorated cookies before?  Dylan looked at her as if she was speaking a foreign language.  “No.  I have never decorated cookies.”  And then he sat back down.  Ma responded, “I’m not very good at it.  (Ma has won blue ribbons throughout her life.)  Can you look up on your phone how best to decorate Christmas Tree cookies?   Dylan found some really cool designs and Ma said, “Oh, I like these?  Please come over to the kitchen so I can sort of copy what’s on your phone.  Dylan got up and went with Ma.  This was the beginning of a new friendship that would last a lifetime.
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 “The next day John again was standing with two of his disciples, and as he watched Jesus walk by he exclaimed, “Look, here is the Lamb of God!” The two disciples heard him say this, and they followed Jesus.  When Jesus turned and saw them following, he said to them, “What are you looking for?”  
John 1:35-38a
	
Ma and Dylan enter the kitchen area.  Ma walks over to the refrigerator and starts pulling out baking sheets with dozens of Ma’s special sugar cookies shaped like Christmas Trees.  Dylan was 


Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.”  
Mark 12:29-31

It was that time of the season for Holy Cross to have a special family night ending with a feast of Christmas cookies and treats from many different cultures.  This event was a major celebration throughout the community and many participated in this special event.  Ma would contribute a couple of trees to help make the event as festive as it can be.  Folks from the community were invited to bring an ornament from their cultural background to enhance a profound understanding of the Body of Christ.  Ma arrived as others were arriving and with several hands, the trees were one of the first things to be set up.  Ma, of course, helped and as she was helping, one of the members of the congregation commented to Ma about how nice it was for her to have worked with those juvenile delinquents.
Ma was uncomfortable with the tone of this comment and felt moved to express, “Those young people are really very special young men and women.  They were at a time in their lives in which they needed to know that there are people who really do care about them.  I see them as my neighbors.  I don’t get to choose my neighbors and these are the neighbors the Lord placed into my life.  Are they the ideal neighbor?  I’m not sure about that, but what I do know is that I don’t think I’ve ever known an ideal neighbor.  All I get is real neighbors, real people with real joys and real problems, just like me.  What would have been easy for me to do was to just leave them to the courts or I could act like a real neighbor and try to build healthy community with care, love, mercy, forgiveness and a sense of valuing my neighbor.  That’s ultimately a call to share the gifts that I have first received from the Lord.  That takes work, but I would rather put in the work than to passively dismiss.”
Ma continued, “Christ did not come as the ideal neighbor by any means.  He came as a real neighbor, a real human being to reveal the sacrifice necessary to be a true neighbor.  Yes, love your neighbor as yourself is not about loving an ideal, but loving the one that stands among us and next to us just like Jesus.  This calls for a supernatural power to fulfill such a living, and the Lord has delivered the Holy Spirit upon the faithful that they indeed may truly live as real neighbors, with Christ-like ideals, to those in their community.  I only did what I ought to have done.”
they were hard words to speak.  I think that all of us deeply desire to be loved and that deep desire can cause us to settle for something close to love.  But love is love and if it’s only close to love, it’s not love.”  Kiara wondered, “Is there true love?  A love that is pure?”  Ma provided a pondering face and from this look, she spoke, “There is a love that is pure, clear, clean, untainted and unconditional.  This is the love that the Almighty Lord and God has for you, for your mom and for all.  Know that the One who has given you life loves you more than you can ever imagine.  We celebrate the coming of this love to us as this pure and unconditional love becomes a human in the infant Christ of Christmas.”
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 “Day by day, as they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at home[a] and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, 47 praising God and having the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.”  Acts 2:46-47
	
Christmas Day was drawing nearer and as the date drew closer, the activity of the lot picked up.  This is the way it was just about every year.  And, as the lot got busier, the youth’s court required hours dwindled down to “time served.”  Ma found herself sitting and talking more as the three youth seemingly took ownership of the lot and were actually running the business.  Ma was so pleased to see the growth in these young people while at the same time realizing that they would complete their hours the next time they came to the tree lot.  It would be the busiest time of year and she would be short six hands and three cordial greeters.  But this was nothing new for Ma.  People would still come, buy the tree and load the tree themselves.  These youth carried a fresh spirit to the place, but things would soon turn back to more of a loaded and hectic pace.  This was the usual.
	The next day, Kiara, Tyler and Blaise came strolling in with ear buds, phones and pizza for Ma.  What a pleasant surprise.  As their time finished, Ma and the kids gathered in the metal folding chairs.  What a difference from the first day they arrived.  No earbuds, no slaving to phone and doom scrolling, no “hard core” attitudes.  They sat and talked and shared stories about customers and trees and the Christmas season.  The youth then thanked Ma for what she did for them.  They even mentioned how they grew as people.  They now saw themselves in a new light and so did others in their circle of family and friends.  
	Ma spoke, “You three have changed and I am so pleased for you and with you.  The real challenge now is to maintain the new vision of self and future.  My 
suggestion is to hang around those who support and foster this newness.  This is what the Holy Spirit does for us humans.  The 
Holy Spirit settles into our being and continues to lead us to people and places in which we, at times, see ourselves as Christ sees us.  This is the most precious gift any human being can receive.  But to stay close and learn about the activity of the Holy Spirit requires hanging around people of the same mindset.  Think about these things.  If you need some help with this, come see me.  I know where like-minded people of faith hang out.  It’s called church or truer, a community of faithful people who love Christmas and the Lord of whom we celebrate coming into this world.”
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“They answered, “Cornelius, a centurion, a righteous and God-fearing man who is well spoken of by the whole Jewish people, was directed by a holy angel to send for you to come to his house and to hear what you have to say.”  So Peter invited them in and gave them lodging.”  Acts 10:22-23
	
	The next day, Ma arrived to get the lot opened up and readied herself for a busy day.  An old friend arrived moments after her arrival and offered to help out, as he had done in the past.  He was getting up in his years.  His strength wasn’t what it once was, his movement had slowed and he had a big heart.  These two worked hard all morning as the rush of people who were realizing that Christmas was soon arriving were a little frantic to get “caught up” with the Christmas schedule.  The people were great as they could sense that these two were tiring.  
	The afternoon came quickly and they had a break in the flow of customers.  They sat, and had a snack and were chatting.  A few customers arrived and as Gabe got up, you could hear bones popping and a slight groan.  “I just ain’t what I used to be, but I give it my best shot.”  A voice came forth, “You just take a seat and rest some more.  I got this.”  It was Kiara, Tyler and Blaise.  They had returned to help out.  Ma was smiling and let the youth know, “You’ve completed your hours the other day.  You don’t have to be here.”  Tyler said, “We know, but we want to be here.  It’s Christmas time and you, Ma, are Christmas to us.  You are like a gift given.  We just want to thank you by helping out even though we don’t have to.”
	Ma was touched in a deep place and shared these words, “You see kids, you are good.  It helps to hang around people who foster and build on the goodness given to you.  This place will close up soon and I hope that you find a community that you can grow in goodness, righteousness and love for the other.”  “Where do you go to find that kind of support?” asked Blaise.  “I’m part of a congregation 
of those who have faith in Jesus Christ.  It’s called Holy Cross Lutheran Church on Fourth.  This is my invitation to you, ‘You are welcome any time.’”

14
“And let us consider how to provoke one another to love and good deeds, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day approaching.”  
Hebrews 10:24-25
	
As the youth sat with Ma and Gabe, Ma asked, “You said that I am Christmas to you.  What do you mean by that?”  The youth began to share that Christmas to them was about getting things, taking a break from school, hanging out with new gadgets and clothes.  It was about holiday spectaculars with massive light displays.  It was about competing with neighbors and who had the biggest display.  It was about shopping and eating holiday breads, treats, candy and snacks.  It was about family stress and anxieties.  The list went on and on.  
	They went on to say that in her, they saw that Christmas is about caring for the other, lifting people around her with a sense of serving.  They saw in her a sense of peace and goodness and joy.  They heard words that could change someone’s mood.  They said that through her, the darkness of their lives was changing to light.  They saw in her the power of Christmas and living out why God came as the infant Jesus.  They seldom spent time with anyone like her, and they wished that there were more grown-ups who were like her.  She was willing to enter into a relationship with these young people when really, no other adult was willing to do such a thing.
	Through earlier conversations, Ma knew that these youth once attended houses of worship.  But things didn’t go well.  When Tyler’s parents divorced, the people of the congregation seemed to change their attitude toward the family.  In another case, Blaise’s dad’s neck tattoos were a problem.  In another case, the congregation was too “clicky” and if you weren’t in the right click, you were a second-class person.  Ma spoke, “Many congregations are changing as they begin to recognize their ways are not the best ways to share good news.  I hope you can find a congregation that will support your spiritual faith life.  The congregation I attend is one such congregation.  If you and your family want to try it out, come to Holy Cross and I will pray that you find it to be a place in which you can grow in spirit and faith.
	
15
“Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the 
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