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I’m Dreaming of 
Beautiful Advent and 

Christmas Music
By Jennifer Gregory Miller

T he “Christmas Shopping Season” 
begins earlier every year. There is a 
constant onslaught to the senses by the 

“Holiday Spirit”, including decorations 
and songs. 

Every year while I’m shopping in stores I remem-
ber how much I dislike piped-in Christmas carols, par-
ticularly if it’s before Thanksgiving. I shouldn’t even 
use the term “carols” because traditionally Christmas 
carols focus on the celebration of the birth of Jesus at 
Christmas or “Christ-Mass”. The more accurate term 
of what is generally played in stores is Christmas songs, 
encompassing secular themes, such as Santa, Rudolf, 
winter scenes, family fun, being jolly, decking halls, 
and getting everything one wants. 

The other trouble with canned music is that most 
are pop artist renditions, which tend to be solo songs, 
not sing-along songs. 

While I’m not opposed to Christmas carols in 
general before Christmas, I am against being held 
captive by what is I shall call “P.C. Holiday Listening” 
(P.C. standing for “Politically Correct,” for my non-
American readers). P.C. Holiday Listening strips the 
True Meaning of Christmas and leaves a completely 
secular and materialistic holiday. 

My intentional plan to counteract the P.C. 
Holiday Listening for Advent and Christmas will 
be choosing music that is good, true, and beautiful. 
During family listening times (home and car), I am 
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Dear Reader,
Welcome to our last issue! It’s been a great 
six years, and I regret that we have to stop 
production. Thank you for all your sup-
port over the years. 

A special thank you to the contrib-
uting editors and various authors we’ve 
featured over the year. Thanks to our 
copy editor of many years Rose Decaen 
for helping us make the jump to a more 
professional publication. Thanks to our 
web designer Michelle Grunkemeyer for 
being willing to do so much for so little. 
And especially special thanks to our art 
director, Ted Schluenderfritz, and his 
crew for making the magazine such a 
work of art. May God reward you all 
for your efforts. 

Now we turn to Advent.

Hark! a herald voice is calling: 
    ‘Christ is nigh,’ it seems to say; 
‘Cast away the dreams of darkness, 
    O ye children of the day!’

Startled at the solemn warning, 
    Let the earth-bound soul arise; 
Christ, her Sun, all sloth dispelling, 
    Shines upon the morning skies.

� —Edward Caswell

In this issue we talk about Advent, 
Christmas, and humility. Our reviews 
include some suggestions from our edi-
tors for Christmas giving. 

We wish you a lovely and fruitful 
Advent and a joy-filled Christmas!

In Christ,
Margot
Editor
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St. Pierre Solesmes Abbey

going to be extremely selective.
In addition, I want to make a 

clear distinction between Advent and 
Christmas. In our domestic church I 
make a point of contrasting the litur-
gical seasons. It is not Christmas until 
December 25, and this Christmas season 
remains Christmas until January 12th. 
And Advent is the time of preparation 
for Christ’s Birth. There is a definite 
difference between preparation and 
celebration! 

I find my musical choices are more 
on the traditional or classical side, many 
being calm and peaceful tunes. I think 
I unconsciously wield a counterattack 
on the P.C. Holiday Listening and the 
Holiday Frenzy that ensues during this 
time of year choosing music that will 

“soothe the savage beast.” 

Our Simple Advent 
Music Plan: 

❧❧ Emphasize more Advent chants and 
hymns to sing and to hear during the 
Advent season. We are striving to echo 
and meditate on the Church’s Advent 
Liturgy in our domestic church. 

❧❧ Delay playing Christmas carols until 
closer to Christmas. (We generally start 
the Christmas carols around the 3rd 
Sunday of Advent when we decorate the 
Christmas tree.)

❧❧ The Christmas carols and music will 
be deliberate, beautiful choices. 

I’m still working with the old-fash-
ioned stereo, using CDs and records. I 
do transfer many into files for my .mp3 
player on my iPhone, and I can play 
them through my computer, but I prefer 
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the stereo for family listening. Yet, with 
the .mp3 technology, it is so easy (and less 
expensive) to come up with an Advent 
playlist for the family. There is very little 
excuse to not have Advent music playing 
in the home. In the car, if I do not have 
any Advent CDs available, I play the clas-
sical radio station, which plays choral and 
classical Christmas music. 

Beginning my focus with the Advent 
liturgy, I first start with the Sunday 
Introits or the Entrance Antiphon. The 
Sunday liturgy lays down the theme for 
the week. While there can be different 
Introits throughout the week, repeating 
the Sunday’s Introit reinforces that theme. 
And listening to the different chants will 
bring my family into the spirit of the 
Liturgy with the corresponding liturgical 
season. We may not be able to sing along, 
but the tunes and words become familiar. 

The Introit is the Entrance Antiphon 
of the Mass, part of the propers of the 
Mass. These are found both in the 

Ordinary and Extraordinary Form of 
the Mass. Traditionally the Sunday 
Mass was titled by the first words of the 
Introit. While there are other propers, I 
think just playing Advent Sunday Introits 
throughout the week would help gain the 
familiarity of the liturgy, and also keep 
Sundays the focal point. I’ve included the 
text and translation of the four introits 
from the Third Roman Missal below. 

First Sunday of Advent: 
 Missa Ad Te Levavi 

Introit: To you, I lift up my soul, O my 
God. In you, I have trusted; let me not 
be put to shame. Nor let my enemies 
exult over me; and let none who hope in 
you be put to shame. (Cf. Psalm 25:1-3)

Ad te levávi ánimam meam: Deus 
meus in te confído, non erubéscam. 
Necque irrídeant me inimíci mei, 
étenim univérsi qui te exspéctant, non 
confundéntur.
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Second Sunday of Advent: 
Missa Populus Sion 

Introit: O people of Sion, behold, the 
Lord will come to save the nations, and 
the Lord will make the glory of his voice 
heard in the joy of your heart. (Cf Is 
30:19, 30)

Populus Sion, ecce Dominus véniet 
ad salvandas gentes; et audítam fáciet 
Dóminus glóriam vocis suae in laetítia 
cordis vestry.

Third Sunday of Advent 
(Gaudete Sunday): 

Missa Guadete 

Introit: Rejoice in the Lord always; 
again I say, rejoice. Indeed, the Lord is 
near. (Cf. Philippians 4:4-5)  

Gaudéte in Dómino semper: íterum 
dico, gaudéte. Dóminus enim prope est.

Fourth Sunday of Advent: 
Missa Rorate Coeli 

Introit: Drop down dew from above, 
you heavens, and let the clouds rain 
down the Just One; let the earth be 
opened and bring forth a Savior. (Cf. 

Is 45:8)
Roráte, caeli, désuper, et nubes pluant 

iustum; aperiátur terra et gérminet 
Salvatórem.

It is more difficult to find CDs 
that only contain Advent Mass Propers. 
I have found a few that to play in the 
background at home. There are also 
many different YouTube recordings of the 
various introits and also various online 
recordings of the chants. 

For Advent hymns, here is 
my short list of favorites. 

❧❧ Veni, Veni, Emmanuel (O Come, O 
Come, Emmanuel) 

❧❧ Rorate Caeli (Drop Down Dew)

❧❧ Creator alme siderum (Creator of the 
Stars at Night) 

❧❧ Alma Redemptoris Mater (Sweet 
Mother of the Redeemer)

❧❧ People Look East 

❧❧ On Jordan’s Bank 

❧❧ O Come Divine Messiah 

❧❧ Saviour of the Nations, Come 

❧❧ Lo, How a Rose ‘Er Blooming 

❧❧ Gabriel’s Message (The Angel Gabriel 
from Heaven Came)

❧❧ Like the Dawning of the Morning 
(Our Lady’s Expectation)

There are different times we sing 
these during Advent. We sing the refrain 
of “O Come, O Come Emmanuel” as we 
light the candles on the Advent Wreath 
before our dinner meal. During the O 
Antiphon Days we add the verse that 
applies for that O Antiphon of the day. 

Before bedtime after prayers, I 
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usually have a hymn or chant we try to 
sing. My sons have memorized “People 
Look East” from previous Advents. This 
year “Creator alme Siderum” and “Rorate 
Caeli” are the planned hymns. I’m not 
aiming for perfection with words, but 
familiarity with the tunes. 

Since the Christmas season ex-
tends until January 12, we’re not at 
a loss for time to enjoy our favorite 
Christmas records and CDs. We do 
compromise and play some Christmas 
carols before Christmas, but wait until 
Gaudete Sunday, when liturgically we 
are given a glimpse that Christmas is 
near. Everyone’s taste is individual in 
music. Some of our favorite CDs are by 
the Cambridge Singers, Deller Consort, 
the Chieftains, the Trapp Family Singers, 
Notre Dame Glee Club, and a bit of 
Bing Crosby. I also play versions of the 
Nutcracker Suite and Handel’s Messiah 
and lots of Christmas chant. 

If you were to ask me my ultimate 
favorite CD it would be by the Deller 
Consort, Hark Ye Shepherds. (It is avail-
able at this website: http://tinyurl.com/
deller-mm.) In addition, the fabulous 
collection Complete Vanguard Classics: 
Music For The Christmas Season, 
Christmas Carols and Motets, by Alfred 
Deller and the Deller Consort has been 
reissued which includes the Hark Ye 
Shepherds. Ask any of my six siblings—
we love the Deller version of People Look 
East. No other version surpasses this one! 

Since our family will naturally be lis-
tening to music during this time of year, 
I am just redirecting the choices when 
I can. This doesn’t mean that my sons 
will never hear or sing Feliz Navidad or 
Rudolph or Frosty, but it does mean that 
their Advent and Christmas repertoire 
is expanded and they will have beautiful 

tunes engraved in their hearts.
May your Advent and Christmas 

seasons be filled with beautiful music to 
help raise your hearts to God.

Recommended Resources:

For the Advent Chant

By the Monks of Solesmes, the four 
Sundays of Advent, Abbaye Solesmes-
L’avent (Les 4 Messes). Available on 
Amazon. 

Gregorian Advent by CantArte 
Regensburg & Hubert Velten. This is my 
least favorite recording merely because 
the interpretation of the chant is differ-
ent than I prefer, but it contains all the 
Introits.

Gregorian Chant for the Church 
Year: Advent / Veni Domine by Schola of 
the Hofburgkapelle of Vienna, directed 
by Fr. Hubert Dopf, S.J. It contains all 
four Advent Sunday Masses, just three 
O Antiphons and hymn Conditor alme 
siderum. Performed by men who were 
former Vienna Choirboys. I’m including 
for either used copies or on iTunes.

For Advent Listening

For Advent hymns and music, the 
new CD Advent at Ephesus by the 
Benedictines of Mary Queen of Apostles 
contains most of my short list of favorites 
and then even more. It’s the compilation 
I have been looking for years—all Advent 
hymns on one CD and sung so beauti-
fully! I highly recommend it!

Jennifer Gergory Miller is a homeschooling 
mother of two boys living in Virginia. Her blog 
“Family in Feast and Feria” can be found at 
http://familyfeastandferia.wordpress.com/ An 
Anxious Waiting

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B00064LONM/familyfoodfor-20/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B0000041KG/familyfoodfor-20/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B0000041KG/familyfoodfor-20/
http://www.amazon.com/Advent-Ephesus-Benedictines-Queen-Apostles/dp/B009UECNXO/ref=sr_1_1?s=music&ie=UTF8&qid=1381960215&sr=1-1&keywords=advent+at+ephesus
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Advent Picture Study
By Mary Ellen Barrett

“The apologetics of beauty is winning people to Christ and His Church through the showing 
forth of the beauty of God’s Creation, very often through works of sub-creation, such as 
literature, the visual arts, music and architecture.” – Joseph Pearce (Crisis Magazine 
Interview, August 2012)

so many of the images of the Advent 
season will already be familiar to them 
in a general way.

Art Appreciation should certainly 
be part of everyone’s education but it 
can present difficulties to the non-artsy 
homeschool mother. This is why picture 
study, as described by educator, Charlotte 
Mason, is a gentle and inviting way to 
incorporate art while not being in any 
way overwhelming.  

Picture study consists of selecting a 
few pictures selected by mother to display 
and discuss.  First the picture is laid on 
the table and all the children are invited 
to spend several minutes in quiet con-
templation of the picture. Ask them to 
study details and commit the picture to 
memory as best they can.  When time has 
elapsed, remove the picture and then ask 
each child to describe what they saw.  As 
they describe draw a few lines on a black 
or white board or a large piece of paper.  
For example if there is a tree ask where; 

foreground or background and mom can 
draw a simple tree shape. 

This continues until there is a rough 
sketch representing the picture.  Do this 
for a few days while also allowing the 

This is a world that is particularly devoid of the 
kind of uplifting beauty Pearce has in mind when he is 
speaking to the interviewer at Crisis Magazine.  That 
is why it is so important, as home educators, to keep 

beauty alive by educating our children about the Church’s great 
history in art and artistic endeavors. Advent is an excellent time 
in which to start introducing your children to great art because 
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children to learn a few facts about the 
artist. I find a beforehand trip to the 
library helps mom immensely with pic-
ture study.  Take out one of those big 
art books and spend some time choosing 
a picture and learning a bit about the 
artist and the time period.  At the end of 
the study the children should reproduce 
the picture with great attention to detail.  
The idea of picture study is more that the 
students learn to appreciate the artwork 
rather than become artists themselves.

A wonderful way to experience 
Advent more fully in your 
homeschool is to pick 
one picture a week for 
the four weeks and do a 
mini picture study with 
the children focus-
ing on artwork 
that has and 
Advent theme. I 
say mini picture 
study because it 
is usual to spend 
several weeks 
discovering one 
piece of art and 
since Advent is 
only about four 
weeks it is neces-
sary to abbrevi-
ate the process 
a bit.

You could 
pick one par-
ticular theme 
for four differ- ent paintings, 
for example Renaissance Nativity scenes, 
of which there are many, or you could 
take a different theme each week; one 
week the Annunciation, one on the 
Nativity, one on the Adoration of the 
Magi and one depicting the Adoration 

of the Shepherds.   You could also decide 
to study pictures of the different feast 
days in Advent such as Saint Nicholas, 
Saint Francis Xavier, Saint Barbara, Saint 
Juan Diego or images of the Immaculate 
Conception.  

If one painting a week seems daunt-
ing then just pick one for the entire 
season. The important thing is to enjoy 
the process and help the children develop 
a keen eye and an appreciation for the 
talent and vision of the artist. 

Some artists to consider for picture 
study:
Giotto di Bondone • 
Raphael  • Francesco 
Botticelli • Peter Paul 
Rubens • Carlo Dolci 
• Caravaggio • 

Jean-Baptiste 
Jouvenet • 
R e m b r a n d t 

Van Rijn

This is a 
just a small 
sample to get 
you started. You 
might need to 
choose an artist 
based upon 
which prints 

you can obtain 
affordably.  I 
strongly sug-
gest the lovely 
art books at 
your local li-

brary as a beginning.  Prints can also be 
ordered from The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art in New York and you can view 
the entire of collection of the National 
Gallery in London online.  I have had 
success buying calendars depicting 
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religious art in chain bookstores and 
very often there are beautiful art books 
in the marked down bins in those same 
stores.   If you begin to look you will 
find that there will be a lot of sources 
available very inexpensively.  If you are 
willing to make a bit of an investment 
the Art Appreciation Set from 
Seton Home Study School 
is a beautiful addition 
to any home. There 
are three books in 
the hardcover 
set and they 
are very high 
quality and 
beautiful.

Advent is 
a time to pre-
pare your heart, 
home and soul 
for the coming of 
the Savior. To add 
the dimension of 
beautiful and timeless 
art study can only elevate 
the season for your family. Pope 

Benedict XVI, then Cardinal Ratziner, 
wrote;

“Being struck and overcome by the beauty 
of Christ is a more real, more profound 
knowledge than mere rational deduction. 
Of course we must not underrate the im-
portance of theological reflection, of exact 
and precise theological thought; it remains 
absolutely necessary. But to move from here 
to disdain or to reject the impact produced 
by the response of the heart in the encoun-
ter with beauty as a true form of knowl-
edge would impoverish us and dry up our 
faith and our theology. We must rediscover 
this form of knowledge; it is a pressing 
need of our time.” (On the Contemplation 
of Beauty 2002)

There is a pressing need in this world 
that seems to celebrate the ugly for us 
to properly school our children in the 
art of appreciation and contemplation of 
beauty so that they may be more united 

with the author of all that is true and 
beautiful.

Mary Ellen is a homeschool-
ing mother of 7 children 

living on Long Island. 
She writes  for 

The Long Island 
Catholic  and 
blogs at http://
maryellenb.type-
pad.com/ and is 
the editor for the 
online Advent 

and Christmas 
resource O Night 

Divine:  http://
maryellenb.typepad.

com/o_night_divine/

http://maryellenb.typepad.com/
http://maryellenb.typepad.com/
http://maryellenb.typepad.com/
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The Christmas break, in my native 
Brazil, and of course in all of the south-
ern hemisphere, coincides with the be-
ginning of the Summer vacation. How 

perfect is that? School is done and over 
with, and children open the summer 
with new summer toys and the expecta-
tion of three fun months ahead! 

Whenever presenting about Brazil at a 
school-age groups, I like to tell kids: “We always 
got swimsuits, and bikes, and outdoor games 
for Christmas!” They look at me skeptically . . . 

as if trying, but not succeeding, to wrap their brains around the 
idea. Or I’ll say, “We placed cotton balls on our live pine trees 
for snow balls . . .” and “we’d have pineapple, and frozen treats!”

Feliz Natal
A South American Christmas Reflection

By Ana Braga-Henebry
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After almost 30 years of living on 
the northern hemisphere, I still think it 
so strange to go back to school right after 
the holidays, and under the worst of the 
annual weather to boot. 

And yet, for a 
Catholic family, how 
much of Christmas 
is the same: the same 
date, the same joyful 
expectation, the same 
loving gift making 
and food plan-
ning.  Growing up as a 
family of ten children 
in Rio, our Christmas 
celebrations were joy-
full, magical, unforgettable. 

My parents were not the typical 
South American Catholic parents—they 
took their faith seriously. Christmas was 
lived in my home as I knew no home to 
live it. The Christmas tree didn’t come 
up until Christmas Eve, and Midnight 

Mass was a must at the chapel of the 
Benedictine sisters from Germany that 
ran our Catholic girls’ school. They sang 
the Gregorian Chant like heavenly angels, 
and my brothers served the mass, full of 

reverence, incense, and 
awe. 

Although we 
didn’t exactly home-
school, I like to think 
we were much like a 
homeschooled family 
of today. School was 
half-day (as it is still 
in most of the world) 
and our life was most 
definitely centered at 

home. Also, Mother didn’t believe in 
preschool or even Kindergarten—we 
were kept at home until the second grade, 
and she herself taught us to read and 
write at home, giving us all an academic 
edge when we entered school. But more 
importantly, my parents were culture 

After Sunday Mass: My brothers and cousins as altar boys

Feliz Natal, Feliz 
Natal, Feliz Natal 

. . .  how many 
hundreds of times did 
we embrace and say 
these most joyful of 

greetings to each other 
that night after mass?



 Feliz Natal 

	   Educating the Heart and Mind in the Catholic Home  11

builders to us and to friends who invari-
able hovered around our house. They 
would gather all and show slides and tell 
the history of places in the world they vis-
ited; they would invite Catholic speakers 
and host lectures on contemporary and 
historical subjects; they would host musi-
cal nights where my dad would speak of 
a composer and we would listen to the 
best world performers from the stereo, 
sitting under the stars. Our dinners were 
live classrooms: I learned more concep-
tual Physics at the dinner table than in 
any classroom, as it was a favorite subject 
for Father and the older boys. Mother, as 
well as her sister our dearest Auntie, were 
both superb storytellers. There is no show 
on television today that keeps kids as cap-
tive as were kept when a story was being 
told in chapters, and we would wait for 
the evening “chapter”. 

So Christmas time was lived com-
pletely in the family, especially since 
school was done for the year. As we re-
turned home from Christmas Midnight 
Mass on the one of the few nights in the 
whole year that my dad, an early-to-rise 

hard working engineer, would ever stay 
up past midnight, a wonderful table was 
laid in the formal dining room—a room 
we were barely allowed in the rest of the 
year. We would crack walnuts and ha-
zelnuts and savor the Portuguese-style 
boiled chestnuts, expensive and exqui-
site imports only seen that one holy and 
magical night. Cold slices of melon and 
ham, pineapple and other fruits, open 
sandwiches, juices, the rare bottle of 
Vintage Port, and a Walnut Torte that 
was divine. I was too young to be aware 
of how much my mother and older sis-
ters labored over the treats, but oh the 
memories of being up late, savoring rare 
flavors, the midnight mass incense still 
perfuming us; the pretty Christmas trees 
with ornaments each telling a story; and 
the Christmas candlesticks and pinecones 
that came from distant travels. Many 
friends would always be around even at 
that late hour, and I never knew quite 
how they happened to appear—all smiles, 
Gratitude and Love abounded all around. 
Feliz Natal, Feliz Natal, Feliz Natal . . .  
how many hundreds of times did we 

Catholic School in Brazil
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embrace and say these most joyful of 
greetings to each other that night after 
mass?

The younger kids, with myself usu-
ally leading, would venture into the hall-
way at dawn to peek at the gifts left by 
Papai Noel—or Santa Claus. We could 
barely see our shoes lined up by the large 
living room fireplace from the well con-
structed barricade of chairs and blankets 
we didn’t dare trespass . . . a feast for the 
eyes and the certainty that there would 
be hours until we could get to them! 
All of our older siblings—including the 
teen siblings—would 
have to wake up, and 
we all would have to 
have breakfast before 
anyone was allowed in 
the formal living room. 

When we finally 
flooded the room, all 
smiles and oohs and 
aaahs, it was the most 
wonderful hours of 
the year as we would 
admire each new bicycle, roller skate 
or tricycle, summer dress (made by 
Mother), and what seemed to be thou-
sands of other wonders. Father traveled 
abroad often, and American or European 
things would be carefully wrapped—in a 
time when there were no imported goods 
for sale anywhere in Rio. Mother would 
also have her moment, as Father would 
usually have a big gift for her such as a 
washing machine or other large appliance. 
Yes, every new thing came at Christmas. 
No wonder we waited for it so happily. 

Our Christmas season was always 
crowned with our annual family re-
cital. My parents contracted a profes-
sional choir director from the Music 
Conservatory, who was delighted to 

come weekly to direct this tropical Von 
Trapp crew of young music lovers. We 
sang all sorts of beautiful music and it 
is one of our best memories. My young-
est sister, our darling baby Mother had 
late in life, was too small, and my dad 
didn’t sing, so my mom and the nine 
of us were divided into Soprano, Alto, 
Tenor and Bass and tackled Renaissance 
polyphonies with gusto. For the annual 
recital. facing the open, large covered ve-
randa, crammed full of our relatives and 
friends, we sang from our living room 
from where we could see the warm night 

starry sky and the 
aunts who invariable 
wept openly and pro-
fusely year after year. 
Afterward we tried to 
dodge the older rela-
tives who wanted to 
hug us to repeat their 
profusion of proud 
sentiments, and go 
toward the lawn, 
where the Southern 

Cross, perched high above the tropical 
warmth, watched over us.

For a child, the memories of happy 
Christmas are engraved in the memory 
forever. I am fortunate to have those 
memories especially since so much of my 
childhood Christmases is different from 
the ones of my own children. The joyful, 
magical awe of Christmas has never 
left my heart, and each year as the holy 
season comes, it is there, in the heart, no 
matter where we live, or how many feet 
of snow lays outside.

Ana is homeschooling mother happily celebrat-
ing Christmas with her children and husband 
in the northern hemisphere. She blogs at http://
anabragahenebrysjournal.blogspot.com/

Mother didn’t believe 
in preschool or even 

Kindergarten—we were kept 
at home until the second 

grade, and she herself taught 
us to read and write at home, 

giving us all an academic 
edge when we entered school.



twitter.com/sacredheartbook
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birthday. Here are some tips for parents 
and family of Christmas babies which 
may help to avoid some common pitfalls.

Don’t use Christmas wrapping paper 
on the birthday gifts! This is a pet peeve 
of many December babies.  Spring for a 
few bucks and buy some birthday wrap.  
In all the busy-ness of the season, it lets 
the Christmas birthday person know you 
carved in a little time to recognize his day 
as a separate occasion.

Do create a unique birthday tradi-
tion that no one else in the family shares. 
For Benjamin, we go out to breakfast 
at IHOP every Christmas Eve morning. 
Personally, I really don’t enjoy IHOP; 
but it’s not my birthday.  Since he was 
little Ben has looked forward to this 
annual pilgrimage.  We indulge him 
to order anything off the menu. It was 
always funny to see the waitress’s face 
when he was five or six years old and 
ordering a chocolate shake and chicken 
tenders at 8AM. His siblings were only 
allowed to order from the breakfast 
menu. He would get lots of attention 
when the servers learned it was his 
birthday on Christmas Eve.  This year 
he turns eighteen, but I have a feeling 

this birthday tradition will stand for 
years to come.

Try to choose a birthday gift that 
shows you put lots of thought into it. 
Make it something you know he would 
like but didn’t ask for. And don’t make 
the mistake I made three years ago when 
he got his first cell phone. I was so ex-
cited to have thought of this gift idea be-
cause it was something he hadn’t asked 
for. I think I had even told him he’d have 
to wait another year for one. Well, when 
we were at the Verizon store choosing a 
phone, we noticed they had a two- for 

-one offer. So we got another phone for 
his younger sister Becky. It was several 
years later when one of Ben’s older sisters 
shared that he was so excited to open that 
phone for his birthday, but the excite-
ment quickly wore off the next morning 
when Becky opened the exact same thing. 
I have something different cooked up this 
year.  I am crafting a picture frame using 
fabric from his ratty old pair of Toy Story 
pajamas that I could never part with, he 
loved them so much. The photo I’m put-
ting in it is a favorite of a five-year-old 
Ben holding Buzz Lightyear and Woody.

On a similar note, and maybe I 

It’s been more than twenty years since that 
Christmas Eve Ben was born. The third of six children, 
he was oblivious to the fact that he would spend every 
birthday of his life wondering if anyone other than his 

closest family would remember to mark the day.  Over the years we 
have made our share of mistakes in celebrating a Christmas baby’s 

Celebrating Christmas Birthdays
By Christine Volpe
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am  stating the obvious  here: under 
no circumstances, no matter how busy 
you are, should you pull a gift from his 
Christmas gifts and use it as a birthday 
gift! It just depletes the number of gifts 
for Christmas morning and confirms to 
the child that you had no time for his 
birthday. I am happy to say, I don’t recall 
ever doing this.

Do allow time after Christmas for 
some kind of celebration with friends 
and/or family.  Benjamin understands 
that many people (not just his family) 
are otherwise engaged at this time of year. 
But the beautiful thing is most people 
have time off after Christmas and this 
is a perfect time for a get-together with 
friends, complete with birthday cake and 
balloons!

Here’s something we’d done for sev-
eral years when our children were young-
er… Dad took the kids and a few of the 
birthday boy’s friends to McDonald’s and 
then to whatever was the big movie that 
Christmas.  This took care of the birthday 
boy’s celebrating with friends in addition 
to giving mom (and the friends’ moms) 

some time to “wrap up” any last minute 
items. A win/win for everyone!

Finally, since Ben was small we have 
let him know that it is an honor to share 
his special day with the Lord’s special day. 
I pray that he has come to truly believe 
that.  I shared a birthday with my mom 
and I always thought it was a privilege to 
have that unique connection to her that 
no one else had.  How wonderful it is to 
think that rather than feeling somehow 
resentful at having a Christmas birthday, 
all our Christmas babies actually grew 
closer to Jesus through sharing their day 
with Him. Time seems to have proven 
my theory as this year Ben begins his 
third year in the seminary discerning a 
priestly vocation.

May we all enjoy this most beautiful 
season of preparation and may all our 
Christmas babies feel the love of Christ 
in their hearts this year.  

Chris is a homeschooling mom living in NY. 
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The same question comes up each year. Usually it 
is modified in one way or another, but in essence it is 
always the same.

“Is it okay to play Christmas music during 
Advent?”

“When should the home be embellished with Christmas 
decorations?”

“Are Christmas parties all right during Advent?”

All these questions point to the 
one main issue: should we be celebrat-
ing Christmas from Thanksgiving until 
December 25th, or should we abide by 
the calendar of the Church and celebrate 
Christmas from December 24th until 
February 2nd?

Strict theologians give an easy 
answer: the tree should go up on 
December 24th and nothing before then.

On the other hand, I would like to 
propose a different answer.

The reason society celebrates 
Christmas after Thanksgiving is primar-
ily for commerce—which is completely 
wrong. We should not be celebrating 
Christmas in order to make a profit and 
sell merchandise. This is clear. However 
during this time of Advent, we should 
be longing for and awaiting the coming 
of Our Savior, just as the patriarchs of 
the Old Testament did. Many of the 
holy texts of the Mass point us in this 
direction.

To Thee have I lifted up my soul: in 
Thee, O my God, I put my trust, let me 
not be  ashamed: neither let my enemies 
laugh at me: for none of them that wait 
on Thee shall be confounded (Psalm 24: 
1, First Sunday of Advent).

People of Sion, behold the Lord 
shall  come to save the nations: and the 
Lord shall make the glory of His voice to 
be heard, in the joy of your heart (Psalm 
30: 30). 

Drop down dew, ye heavens, from 
above, and let the clouds rain the just: 
let the earth be opened and bud forth 
a Savior (Isaiah 45: 8, Fourth Sunday of 
Advent).[end bq]

So I would say that it is a good thing 
to begin the decorations of the home at 
this time—but the decorations should be 
incomplete as a sign that we prepare for 
someone we expect but who has not ar-
rived. The tree should be put up, but not 
lit. The exterior of the house could have a 

An Anxious Waiting
Father James Fryar, FSSP
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 An Anxious Waiting 

few lights, yes, but the impressive lights 
should be installed and not yet lit. The 
crib should be arranged, but the Divine 
Child not yet placed in the manger. This 
way our home inspires an anxious await-
ing for the coming of Our Savior. It will 
help us keep the Advent spirit—awaiting 
the coming of Our Divine Master.

Christmas parties are definitely 
not what we want to do during Advent. 
During Advent we want to mortify our-
selves and fast. We want to keep vigil like 
the virgins with their lamps, awaiting the 
coming of the bridegroom (Matthew 
25). Our Divine Master once posed the 
question to the Pharisees: “Can the chil-
dren of the marriage fast, as long as the 
bridegroom is with them?” (Mk 2: 19). 
Likewise, we could say it is not right to 
feast before the bridegroom arrives.

During Advent we should not only 
begin decorating our homes, we should 
completely remodel our souls. We should 
draw closer to Our Lord by prayer and 
fasting. We should make a good examina-
tion of conscience and confess our sins 
to begin Christmas with a clean soul. We 
should find new spiritual books to read 

for the coming year. We should meditate 
on the readings of the holy texts of the 
liturgy. Do not wait until December 24th 
to prepare your heart and soul for the 
coming of the Divine Child. Just as you 
clean and ready your house, clean and 
ready your heart—make it ready for the 
joy that will fill and complete us. As St. 
John the Baptist bids: “Every valley shall 
be filled; and every mountain and hill 
shall be brought low; and the crooked 
shall be made straight; and the rough 
ways plain” (Luke 3:5). 

People, look east. The time is near  
Of the crowning of the year.  
Make your house fair as you are 
able,  
Trim the hearth and set the table.  
People, look east and sing today:  
Love, the Guest is on the way.  
� —Eleanor Farjeon, 1928

Father Fryar, FSSP, is a priest at Our Lady of 
Fatima Chapel in Pequannock, NJ. This article 
first appeared in Laudamus Te magazine. Used 
by permission.
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As I learned many years later, young 
Ilona had married at age 20, said farewell 
to her parents and family in rural Hungary 
at 24, and traveled to America in the steer-
age section of the steamship Carmania 
with only $10 to her name. Upon arrival 
at Ellis Island, she was separated from her 
only traveling companion: her toddler son. 
Sick with measles, he had to be quaran-
tined. Her husband, who had emigrated 
three years earlier, waited for their release. 

It was March 1909 when this family of 
three finally settled into their new life to-
gether in a tenement building in a poor 
immigrant neighborhood in New York 
City’s Lower East Side. 

Partly because I wanted to know 
more about this dear woman and others 
who had come before me, partly because 
my immediate family and I had moved 
across the country away from grandparents, 
cousins and any roots we had, I started 
my genealogy journey at the age of eleven. 
It was an awakening for me. Like Laura 
Ingalls Wilder’s Little House on the Prairie 
childhood I had read about, my ancestors 
had lived lives drastically different from my 
own. As I began to discover my family’s 
stories, I was humbled. 

The $10 in my great-grandmother’s pocket 
on her trip to America: her entire fortune.  
✦ My grandfather’s loss of his father at age 

My great-grandmother was in her nineties by 
the time I got to know her. I was enamored by this 
little old woman with a warm smile and a strong 
Hungarian accent. She had placed a Miraculous 

Medal in my eight-year-old hand during one memorable visit. At 
the time I knew little of the courage and faith with which she had 
lived the nine long decades of her life.

Humbled by Family History
How Genealogy can inspire your family and 

enrich your children’s education

By Lisa Salinas

Homeschool Culture 

Me and my great-grandmother
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eleven, and the jobs he had to take on to sup-
port his mother, grandmother, and younger 
brothers and sisters.  ✦ The tragic accident 
of my train engineer great-great-grandfather, 
and the suffering family he left behind: his 
wife and fourteen children. 

I was shocked. I was humbled. I was 
inspired. And I continue to be. As I’ve 
learned more about my family history, I’ve 
been touched by the lives of those who 
have gone before me, and have seen the 
roles my family members’ played in the 
course of history. 

My grandfather – the descendant of Irish 
famine immigrants and the first of his 
family to go to college – who graduated 
not only with a bachelor’s degree but also 
a masters from Harvard Business School.  
✦ My great-great-grandfather who served 
three months as one of the first volunteer 
soldiers to protect the Union after Abraham 
Lincoln’s call to arms, and then went on to 
volunteer again and served for almost the 
entire Civil War. ✦ My great-grandmother 
and her sisters who, faced with the deaths 

of the family’s breadwinners, took jobs as 
seamstresses and bookkeepers to provide for 
themselves and their children during the dif-
ficult years of the Great Depression.

As I’ve shared these stories with my 
children, together we have begun to see 
how our own lives fit into the context of 
history. We have been humbled as we’ve 
discovered the roots from which we have 
sprung: the sufferings and challenges our 
ancestors’ faced and the ways in which they 
dealt with those trials in their lives. In look-
ing back into our family’s past, we’ve been 
graced with a spirit of thankfulness to God 
for our own lives, and have been inspired 
by the desire to leave a legacy for those 
who will come after us.

Digging Down To Your 
Roots With Your Children

The study of your family’s history can 
be as simple as talking with grandparents 
and great-grandparents about their mem-
ories, or as daunting a project as tracing 
your genealogy back many generations. It 

Studying the ancestor chart at the family reunion
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is an especially valuable project for a home 
educating family to take on: the study of 
family history enhances learning in many 
subject areas and can help kids develop re-
search skills that they can adapt to many 
other types of projects. 

Whether you just begin to scratch the 
surface of your roots with your children, or 
work to dig more deeply into the history 
and heritage that is yours, the rewards are 
great.  As writer Gail Lumet Buckley wrote, 

“Family faces are magic mirrors. Looking at 
people who belong to us, we see the past, 
present and future. We make discoveries 
about ourselves.”

Intrigued by the idea of including the 
search for your roots into the life of your 
family?  Here are a few suggestions to help 
you get started:

Take inventory at home.  The search 
for family history best begins (surprise!) in 
the family. Take a look around your home 
for photographs, letters, documents, heir-
looms and memorabilia that can help to 
get you started learning about the previous 
generations of your family. Names, dates 
and places noted on these items can give 
you a head start on your search (sometimes 
back several generations).

Talk with family. A great way to get 
a jump start on your history (and great 
fun!) is to interview older family members: 
grandparents, great-aunts and uncles, and 
older friends of the family. They are often 
the keepers of stories that may otherwise 
be lost to history. Have your children help 
you with a list of questions to ask, then 
plan an interview. Transcribing the record-
ing of that interview is a good task for an 
older child.

Ask yourselves what you want to 
know about your family tree. Once you’ve 
gathered some information, take time to 
decide where to go with your genealogical 

search. Has a particular ancestor’s life in-
trigued one of your children (or yourself)?  
Take some time to determine what you 
already know, then decide what you’d like 
to learn. Make a plan to find out more 
and list what information you’ll need to 
dig further into your roots. 

Take your research online. Almost 
everyone is familiar with the paid geneal-
ogy sites that offer access to many records. 
Those can be very valuable, but if you are 
new to family history I suggest getting 
started with free online resources. Family 
Search (www.familysearch.org) is a great 
resource for online images of worldwide 
records microfilmed for the Family History 
Library. Heritage Quest (www.heritageque-
stonline.com) provides several online data-
bases and is accessible through most library 
websites after you log in with your library 
account number. Using these resources, 
have your children search with you for 
family census records from 1940 and earlier, 
immigrant passenger lists, birth and death 
records for ancestors, and city directories in 
places your family might have lived. 

Visit a family history center or gene-
alogy library. Family History Centers are 
small genealogy libraries that offer micro-
film readers for films of scanned records 
helpful to genealogists. The centers also 
provide free access to Ancestry.com and 
other paid subscription sites. Before you 
visit, order films to be sent to your local 
center using the online catalog at https://
familysearch.org/catalog-search. You can 
search by location to see what records are 
available for the places that your ancestors 
came from. Also, many public library sys-
tems have designated genealogy libraries 
whose holdings include records of local 
interest as well as more general informa-
tion that can be helpful if you are research-
ing ancestors that did not live in your 

http://www.familysearch.org
http://www.heritagequestonline.com
http://www.heritagequestonline.com
https://familysearch.org/catalog-search
https://familysearch.org/catalog-search
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area. These libraries can be great places to 
expand your research.

Take a real research trip. Make a visit 
to places important to your ancestors’ lives: 
their hometowns, the places they wor-
shipped and worked, their ports or other 
entry points of arrival into the United 
States, the cemeteries where they were laid 
to rest.  Visits like these can make history 
come alive for you and your children. If 
you can’t make a trip, see what you can 
learn online about the places that were im-
portant to your family. You can also check 
an online site (such as www.findagrave.
com or www.billiongraves.com) to see if 
someone has posted photographs of your 
ancestors’ gravesites.

Find a group. Historical societies, 
heritage centers, libraries in the areas 
where your ancestors lived, churches your 
family members attended, organizations of 
which they were members, lineage societies 

– all these can provide more details about 
your ancestors and the places and times 
in which they lived. Get into contact with 
these groups and organizations to see how 
they can help to provide insight into the 
lives of your ancestors.

Keeping Family Memory Alive

A Mexican proverb says that we die 
three deaths: the first when our bodies 
die, the second when they are lowered 
into the earth, and the third when we no 
longer remain in the memory of any of 
the living. Once you and your children 
discover your ancestors’ names and life 
stories, there are many ways to celebrate 
their memory within the life of your 
family, preventing the “death of memory” 
and enriching your lives at the same time. 
Here are a few ideas:

Tell stories. What child can resist a 
good story? How much more meaningful 

Making a visit to the final resting place of some family members

Our family enjoyed my grandmother’s delicious 
treats for many years before we discovered that they 
were the traditional Hungarian dessert called Kifli

http://www.findagrave.com
http://www.findagrave.com
http://www.billiongraves.com
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when those stories are about you and 
your ancestors? Each family tree has 
so much to tell, it is sometimes hard 
to know where to begin. Choose an 
intriguing ancestor and begin with the 
aspects of their life that first drew your 
attention, then write them down and 
tell them to your children in story form. 

Decorate your home. Turn your 
home into part family history museum. 
Choose an empty wall or table and 
embellish it with vintage family pho-
tographs or a framed family tree chart. 
Display family heirlooms, making sure 
to label them and attach stories so that 
they will not be forgotten. If you have 
little ones, make a memory game of 
family photographs. Include your chil-
dren’s pictures and those of several gen-
erations of family members.

Bring the family tree into your 
studies. Put your ancestors into the 
center of your studies by adding your 
their lives to a historical timeline, read-
ing books about historical events they 
lived through, and locating and learn-
ing about the geography of their home-
towns or homelands. For more ideas to 
engage your children in family history, 
see my Pinterest page: www.pinterest.
com/smallestleaf/genealogy-family-fun/

Celebrate special days in the life 
of your family. Every family celebrates 
birthdays and anniversaries. It is lots of 
fun to add a remembrance of the special 
days in our ancestors’ lives to those we 
already celebrate. If you like, make an 
ancestral family calendar with photos 
placed on birthdays, wedding anniversa-
ries, and the anniversaries of their deaths.

Make the most of holidays. As 
you discover more about the cultural 
heritage of your ancestors, try to make 
the most of the holidays and traditions 

Five Reasons For 
Catholic Families To 

Trace Their Family Trees

❧ ❧ Compassion for others different from 
ourselves. Chances are your ancestors’ 
lives were very different from your own. 
Learning about their states in life, their 
occupations, cultures, languages, etc. will 
broaden your family’s appreciation for 
those of different backgrounds.

❧ ❧ Appreciation for the role of the 
Church in history. A knowledge and 
understanding of the faith of our 
ancestors (whether or not they were 
Catholic) can be a great way to gain 
perspective on the history of the Church 
throughout the centuries and in different 
times and places.

❧ ❧ Awareness of our own mortality. 
Learning about ancestors who died young 
(and old) within the family tree can give 
us an understanding of life expectancy, 
renew our own sense of mortality, and 
inspire us to live lives with Heaven in 
mind.

❧ ❧ Respect for the dead. Learning about 
the lives of those who have passed before 
us, collecting funeral cards and programs, 
and visiting cemeteries can encourage us 
to do corporal works of mercy and also 
prepare us for the tasks that we may face 
when we one day lose our loved ones.

❧ ❧ Inspiration to live lives of faith. Every 
tree has some black sheep, but each 
family also has heroes and heroines who 
can provide inspiration for our own lives 
and our own faith journeys.
For more about tracing your Catholic 
family tree and for a Catholic perspective 
on genealogy, visit The Catholic Gene 
blog at www.catholicgene.wordpress.org. 

http://www.pinterest.com/smallestleaf/genealogy-family-fun/
http://www.pinterest.com/smallestleaf/genealogy-family-fun/
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within the life of your family that previ-
ous generations may have celebrated but 
that might have been lost in recent years. 
Many cultures observe special feasts re-
lated to the Catholic faith, such as the 
Advent customs of the Polish people 
(Roraty) and of the Philippine people 
(Simbáng Gabi). Don’t forget to include 
favorite family recipes or traditional 
foods from your family’s culture of origin. 
(For more about the Catholic faith and 
genealogy, see Five Reasons for Catholic 
Families to Trace Their Family Trees on 
page 24.)

Irish poet Seamus Heaney, who 
passed away this September, wrote of 
his strong father and grandfather, both 
men of the land, in a poem he entitled 

“Digging”. He described these hard-work-
ing men of his family who came before 
him, concluding: “I’ve no spade to follow 

men like these”. Heaney decides, instead 
of trying to follow in their footsteps and 
take up the spade, he will take up the pen 
to tell their stories. 

As my children and I have experi-
enced, there are few more humbling and 
inspiring tasks than to dig down to the 
roots of your very own family tree and 
unearth the stories of the lives of those 
who came before you.  We encourage you 
to take up your own spades and pens, dig 
together into the treasure of your roots, 
and share the personal stories that make 
your family tree unique.

Lisa Salinas shares stories of her great-grandmoth-
er’s life and the rest of her family tree online using 
the pen name Smallest Leaf. She is the author of 
several blogs, two of which have been honored by 
Family Tree Magazine. Visit her on the web at 
www.smallestleaf.com.

Digging 
by Seamus Heaney

Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests; snug as a gun. 

Under my window, a clean rasping sound
When the spade sinks into gravelly ground:
My father, digging. I look down 

Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds
Bends low, comes up twenty years away
Stooping in rhythm through potato drills
Where he was digging. 

The coarse boot nestled on the lug, the shaft
Against the inside knee was levered firmly. 
He rooted out tall tops, buried the bright 

edge deep 
To scatter new potatoes that we picked, 
Loving their cool hardness in our hands. 

By God, the old man could handle a spade.
Just like his old man. 

My grandfather cut more turf in a day 
Than any other man on Toner’s bog. 
Once I carried him milk in a bottle 
Corked sloppily with paper. He straightened 

up 
To drink it, then fell to right away 
Nicking and slicing neatly, heaving sods 
Over his shoulder, going down and down 
For the good turf. Digging. 

The cold smell of potato mould, the squelch 
and slap 

Of soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge 
Through living roots awaken in my head. 
But I’ve no spade to follow men like them. 

Between my finger and my thumb 
The squat pen rests. 
I’ll dig with it.

From his collection Death of a Naturalist

http://www.smallestleaf.com
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Literature Chat

not-so-distant past, a family who strug-
gles to make ends meet, a family where 
the dad is a miner and the mom knits 
fancy socks for the fancy ladies in town. 
Claire, the daughter, learns to knit stock-
ings, too to help her mother. Just before 
Christmas, a large commission comes in, 
one that will solve the financial worries of 
the family for a while. But, as fate would 
have it, the mother dies. Claire is not 
sure if she can knit to the standard her 
mother did but she must for both she 
and her father’s survival.

The story evolves into one of faith, 
hope, and charity—a classic Christmas 
story!  

I love to give this book to new-
borns, especially those born around 
Christmastime.  With the book, I in-
clude the baby’s first Christmas stocking 
in which I knit dreams and love for the 
newborn.  I’d like to share a pattern with 
you, as a gift to all you readers, of one of 
the stockings I’ve made in the past.

Victorian Christmas Stocking

Materials:  

❧❧ approx 300 yards of worsted weight 
wool or wool blend (sample used 
Lion Brand’s “Lion Wool”)

❧❧ #5 US dpns (or 16” circs)

❧❧ Stitch markers (or scrap bits of yarn 
to mark beginning of rnds)

Gauge: 

Not critical for this project, but I 
achieved a 5st/7r per inch gauge. 

Finished Size

Approx. 17” long (toe to BO) x 5” wide

Note:  this stocking is knit in the round 
from the toe to the cuff, using two dif-
ferent lace patterns found on a knitted 
lace sampler from the late 19th century.

Christmas is an absolutely magical time of year. 
One thing that makes it especially so in our house 
is finding great books to give and read during the 
holidays. There is one that particularly stands out 

among the myriad of books we’ve bought: The First Christmas 
Stocking by Elizabeth Winthrop. It is a tale of a poor family in the 

The First Christmas Stocking
by Elizabeth Winthrop

Reviewed by Mary C. Gildersleeve
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Making Up:
CO 6. 

K 1 rnd.

(k1, m1) rep around – 12 sts. K 1 rnd

(k1, m1, k1) rep around – 18 sts. K 1 rnd

(k1, m1, k2) rep around – 24 sts. K 1 rnd

(k1, m1, k3) rep around – 30 sts. K 1 rnd

(k1, m1, k4) rep around – 36 sts. K1 rnd

(k1, m1, k5) rep around – 42 sts. K 1 rnd

(k1, m1, k6) rep around – 48 sts. K 1 rnd

(k1, m1, k7) rep around – 54 sts. K 1 rnd

(k1, m1, k8) rep around – 60 sts. K 5 rnds.

Lace Patt 1 (done in the rnd):

Rnd 1:  purl rnd

Rnd 2:  purl rnd

Rnd 3:  (yo, ssk) rep

Rnd 4:  knit rnd

Rnd 5:  purl rnd

Rnd 6:  purl rnd

K rnd till 28 rnds (approx. 4 inches above 
lace pattern).

Heel 
(garter st short rows)

K 29 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip st back, 
turn.

Sl 1 st, k 29 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip 
st back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 28 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip 
st back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 27 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip 
st back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 26 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip 
st back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 25 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip st 
back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 24 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip 
st back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 23 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip st 
back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 22 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip 
st back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 21 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip st 
back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 20 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip 
st back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 19 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip st 
back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 18 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip st 
back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 17 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip st 
back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 16 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip st 
back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 15 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip st 
back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 14 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip st 
back, turn.
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Sl 1 st, k 13 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip st 
back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 12 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip st 
back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 11 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip st 
back, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 10 sts, yf, slip next st, yb, slip st 
back, turn.

(garter st REVERSE short rows)

Sl 1 st, k 10 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 11 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 12 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 13 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 14 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 15 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 16 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 17 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 18 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 19 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 20 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 21 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 22 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 23 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 24 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 25 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 26 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 27 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 28 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.
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Sl 1 st, k 29 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

Sl 1 st, k 30 sts, with lh needle, lift wrap 
from next st, k2tog, turn.

K2rnds on all 60 sts.

Begin Lace Pattern 2 (knit in the rnd – 
multiple of 20 sts):

Rnd 1:  (p4, k2tog, k3, yo, k1, yo, k3, ssk, 
k5) rep arnd

Rnd 2:  (p4, k11, p5) rep arnd

Rnd 3:  (p3, k2tog, k3, yo, k3, yo, k3, ssk, 
k4) rep arnd

Rnd 4:  (p3, k13, p4) rep arnd

Rnd 5:  (p2, k2tog, k3, yo, k1, yo, k3tog, 
yo, k1, yo, k3, ssk, p3) rep arnd

Rnd 6:  (p2, k15, p3) rep arnd

Rnd 7:  (p1, k2tog, k3, yo, k3, yo, k1, yo, 
k3, yo, k3, ssk, p2) rep arnd [note: 22 
st rep]

Rnd 8:  (p1, k19, p2) rep arnd [note: 22 
st rep]

Rnd 9:  (k2tog, k4, yo, k3tog, yo, k3, yo, 

k3tog, yo, k4, ssk, p1) rep arnd

Rnd 10:  (k19, p1) rep arnd

Rep these 10 rows for a total of 5 repeats.

K2rnds

Rep Lace Pattern 1.

BO 15sts.  Chain 10. BO 45 sts.  

Tuck in all ends and give with a copy 
of the book, The First Christmas 
Stocking!  

Mary C. Gildersleeve’s main vocation is living, 
loving and learning in the heart of her home 
with her younger three children (ages 8-12) while 
her older two are positioned to leave the nest 
completely.  Thanks to her husband, Rick, she’s 
able to spend time doing handcrafts with the kids 
and operating By Hand, With Heart, a hand-
knits design company.  She is the author of In 
His Image: Nurturing Creativity in the Heart of 
Your Home and Great Yarns for the Close-Knit 
Family:  Over two dozen original designs in-
spired by one dozen fantastic family read-alouds 
– both titles published by Hillside Education.  
She and her family are loving, living and learn-
ing in a rural county in central Virginia, about 
an hour south of Washington, D.C.
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The other day, I picked up a library 
copy of: The Blessings of Christmas by 
the prolific author Joseph Ratzinger 
(Pope Benedict XVI), published by 
Ignatius Press. The first part deals with 
the challenges of illness, but includes a 
very special section on the Christmas 
tree from which we all might gain a new 
insight or two.

Pope Benedict reminds us that 
almost all of our Advent customs are 
rooted in Scripture: “Here, the faith-
ful people have, as it were, translated 
Scripture into visible signs.”   I just 
love that thought!  Of all the customs 
of Advent and Christmas I would have 
thought the tree would have the least 
connection to Scriptual roots, but thank-
fully I was wrong.

“For example, we read in Psalm 96:   
‘Then shall all the trees of the wood sing 
for joy before the Lord, for He comes.’ ”  
Expanding on this and other verses, the 
liturgy proclaims: “ ‘The mountains and 
hills will sing praise before God, and 
all the trees of the wood will clap their 
hands, for the Lord, the ruler is coming 
to rule for ever.’ ” 

Then as I read the next paragraph, 
those goosebumps pour over me as they 
so often do when I perceive a new level 
of the sacramental nature of the world: 

The Christmas trees we decorate are 
simply an attempt to make these words 
visible.  The Lord is here—our ancestors 
believed this and knew this, and so the 
trees had to go out to meet him, they 
had to bow down before him, the trees 
themselves had to become a song of 
praise to their Lord.  The same certainty 
of faith led them to make the words 
about the singing mountains and hills a 
reality.  They gave a voice to the moun-
tains, and their singing resounds down 
through the centuries into our own days, 
letting us sense something of the near-
ness of the Lord—for it is only he who 
could give men such melodies” (pg 29).

Dr. Taylor Marshall (taylormarshall.
com) calls Advent “the parenthesis in 
which falls all of Christian history,” and 
all humanity is longing to participate 
more fully in its signs and wonders—
the season has a special power to “touch 
the hearts even of unbelievers.” 

The Christmas tree is one of, if not the most 
recognizable symbols of Christmas. It is everywhere, 
indoors and out, and you’ll probably enjoy as much 
as I have a new little meditation on their beauty 

and purpose. 

The Christmas Tree

By Gwen Wise

Liturgical Year



 Liturgical Year 

	   Educating the Heart and Mind in the Catholic Home  31

     This year as you decorate your 
tree, contemplate the nearness of the 
Lord, who through the gift of time has 
given us the simple tree and this litur-
gical season called Advent.  The Lord 

who came in the “fullness of time” now 
comes in a myriad of sacramental ways 
to call all people (even those who don’t 
yet know the meaning of this season) 

“to bow down before Him.”
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Here is a Christmas Tree blessing cer-
emony for the home which you can use, 
even if you have already decorated your 
tree. It is traditionally said on Christmas 
Eve before the lighting of the tree.

All make the sign of the cross as the leader 
says: 

Blessed be the name of the Lord. 

All reply: Now and for ever. 

One of those present reads a text of sacred 
Scripture, for example: 

Brothers and sisters, listen to the words of 
the apostle Paul to Titus (3:4-7): 

But when the kindness and generous love 
of God our savior appeared, not because 
of any righteous deeds we had done but 
because of his mercy, he saved us through 
the bath of rebirth and renewal by the 
holy Spirit, whom he richly poured out 
on us through Jesus Christ our savior, so 
that we might be justified by his grace 
and become heirs in hope of eternal life. 

Or: 

Genesis 2:4-9—The tree of life in the 
center of the garden. Isaiah 9:1-6—A son 
is given to us. Ezekiel 17:22-24—I will 
plant a tender shoot on the mountain 
heights of Israel. 

(A minister who is a priest or deacon says 
the prayer of blessing with hands out-
stretched; a lay minister says the prayer 
with hands joined.) 

Lord our God, we praise you for the light of 
creation: the sun, the moon, and the stars 
of the night. We praise you for the light 

of Israel: the Law, the prophets, and the 
wisdom of the Scriptures. We praise you 
for Jesus Christ, your Son: he is Emmanuel, 
God-with-us, the Prince of Peace, who fills 
us with the wonder of your love. 

Lord God, let your blessing come upon us 
as we illumine this tree. May the light and 
cheer it gives be a sign of the joy that fills 
our hearts. May all who delight in this tree 
come to the knowledge and joy of salva-
tion. We ask this through Christ our Lord.
All: Amen. 

Or: 

Holy Lord, we come with joy to celebrate 
the birth of your Son, who rescued us from 
the darkness of sin by making the cross a 
tree of life and light. 

May this tree, arrayed in splendor, remind 
us of the life-giving cross of Christ, that 
we may always rejoice in the new life that 
shines in our hearts. We ask this through 
Christ our Lord. All: Amen. 

Prayer Source: Book of Blessings by Prepared 
by International Commission on English in the 
Liturgy A Joint Commission of Catholic Bishops’ 
Conferences, The Liturgical Press, Collegeville, 
Minnesota, 1989 
       This article was adapted from an original post 
on the blog O Night Divine (http://maryellenb.ty-
pepad.com/o_night_divine/). Used by permission.

Gwen Wise just began her 20th year of home-
schooling. She lives in Colorado with the young-
est 3 of her 7 children and her husband Michael 
who made his First Communion and was con-
firmed 3 years ago.  She has written for O Night 
Divine for several years and recently began blog-
ging about her Catholic women’s book club at 
www.atleastwerehere.wordpress.org.

http://maryellenb.typepad.com/o_night_divine/
http://maryellenb.typepad.com/o_night_divine/
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Spiritual Reflection

Offer God Your Very Self
Caryll Houselander

Bethlehem is the inscape of Calvary, just as the 
snowflake in the inscape of the universe. 

As we have seen, the pattern of the universe in 
a snowflake is not only an accidental likeness, but 

something essential to its being, entirely 
in every part of it, interpenetrating it.

This pattern is not completely vis-
ible to the naked eye, but some aspects 
of it are. For example, in the dazzling 
movement of the snowflakes, as they 
spin round and round to earth, we see 
the perpetual rotations of the stars; for 
movement is as essentially in the pattern 
of the universe as symmetry.

But there is a design of extraordinary 
loveliness which cannot even be seen 
through an ordinary microspore, a repeti-
tion of the design of the whole snowflake 
in every minute particle of it, hiding the 
unity of the whole universe in less than a 
pinpoint of it. 

In the same way, the Passion of the 
man Christ on Calvary is at once re-
vealed and hidden in the infant Christ in 
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Bethlehem. Some of this mystery is vis-
ible to our eyes, but much of it can only 
be known inwardly when, after we have 
knelt in wonder for a long time before 
that which we can see, Christ chooses to 
reveal it secretly to us, illuminating the 
darkness of the spirit with His light, as 
the star of Bethlehem shone in the dark 
night of His birth.

There, at the stable at Bethlehem, 
began the lovely waste that is the extrava-
gance of love, that is and will always be 
scandal to the loveless. 

Already, as in the useless crown of 
gold that the infant’s head could not sup-
port shone at His feet, as clouds of incense 
hung in the rafters of the stable, and as the 
air grew fragrant with the smell of myrrh, 
the box of precious ointment was broken 
to anoint the Beloved for His burial. 
Already before God the great cathedrals 
arose, growing up to Him like forest of 
stone. Jewels from the crowns of kings and 
queens were set in chalices of beaten gold. 
Already contemplatives, drawn by inner 
compulsion as mysterious as the migra-
tion of birds, flocked to God. Carmelites, 
Malthusians, Trappists, Poor Clares, were 
received into the Infant’s open hands, and 
there nailed into the Man’s hands nailed to 
the Cross—nailed by the three vows that 
are the three nails that hold Christ in us 
to the cross of suffering and the love that 
redeems the world. “To what purpose is 
this waste? For this might have been sold 
for much and given to the poor.”

At Bethlehem He was wrapped in 
swaddling bands and laid in a manger; 
on Calvary He was wrapped in swaddling 
bands and laid in a tomb.

Both the manger and the tomb were 
borrowed. Both had been made for their 
owners. They were not made for Christ. 
All that had been prepared for Him, God 

had set aside, God chose what men should 
give to this son and He chose things so 
shaped or worn to the givers’ touch that 
they could not be given without the giving 
of self.

Christ accepted those offerings in 
which self was given; not what man had 
made for Him, but what man had made 
for himself—the gifts with self at the core, 
involving the surrender of the giver’s will, 
even in the choice of the gift.

So it is today and always. We would 
like to give God gifts of our own choosing 
which, even if they are in one sense part 
of our life, are yet things added on for the 
purpose of giving, without having to pull 
up anything of ourselves at the roots.

We are often surprised when, after we 
have offered God several litanies a day and 
a pest of little mortifications, He chooses 
instead something that is really ourselves: 
our solitude, for example, or the sweet-
ness of the feelings of love, or, as is very 
frequent now, our home. It is what God 
chooses that kindles in the crucible and 
burns the flame of love.

In the inscape of Calvary, in the 
Passion of the infant Jesus, we behold His 
Resurrection from the dead. Christ came 
out of the darkness of the womb. He was 
the Light of the World. He came to give 
the world life. The life of the whole world 
burnt in the tiny flame of an infant’s life; it 
began the age-long fight with death in the 
least and frailest that human nature can 
be; and in the helplessness, the littleness, 
the blindness of an infant, life prevailed. 
The Light of the World shone in darkness.

At Bethlehem love and death met in 
the body of Christ, and love prevailed.      

(Reprinted from The Passion of the Infant 
Christ, Sheed and Ward 1949)
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Resource Reviews

Some Books for Christmas Giving

Picture Books by Maite Roche
Reviewed by Ana Braga-Henebry

I am an eternal lover of chil-
dren’s books, no matter 
how old my own children 

are. Thankfully with my youngest girls 
at 12 and 14 years old, we still enjoy sit-
ting and coloring together! And that’s a 
good thing since Ignatius is publishing a 
new coloring book by French illustrator 
Maite Roche just in time for Christmas! 
Amazon lists the publication date as 
November 1st, and I already pre-ordered 
multiple copies!

Maite Roche is a Catholic illustra-
tor who does adorable work for children’s 
books. She has numerous titles published 
in different formats, and in many lan-
guages. In the USA both Pauline Books 
and Ignatius Press have published them 
in English. They make wonderful gifts 
for Baptism or birthdays. 

Her artwork has many qualities I 
look for in children’s books: her figures 
are proportional, beautifully positioned, 
and they behave naturally and com-
fortably through the pages. Her lines 
are simple, and her colors very pleas-
ant. They are also very cute and appeal 
to young children easily. Some of other 
titles include the bible and gospel stories, 
the liturgical year, the Blessed Mother 
and the Mass. Maite Roche’s books re-
flect her own faithfulness and love for 
the Catholic faith. May God continue 
blessing her productivity!

Christmas-related books by Maite Roche:

The First Noel, A Pop-Up Advent Calendar with 
Booklet (Paperback), The Christmas Shepherds 
(Hardcover), My First Pictures of Christmas 
(Hardcover), My First Prayers For Christmas 
(Hardcover), Coming out just in time for 
Christmas: Christmas Coloring Book
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Road of Hope: a gospel from prison
by Francis Xavier Nguyen Van Thuan

Reviewed by Angela Rioux

Road of Hope is the col-
lection of 1001 messages 
Bishop Thuan wrote to his 

Vietnamese flock during his thirteen-
year imprisonment. He 
scribbled them on small 
pieces of paper, which 
were smuggled out of his 
cell, copied by hand, and 
secretly distributed to 
the community. His in-
domitable love for God 
and his people is evident 
in every word. Deprived 
of freedom, he neverthe-
less risked his life to give 
practical guidance and 

maintain a no-nonsense, encouraging 
presence in his parishes through the 
written word. These messages, though 
brief, pack a punch. They ask the sort 
of questions that unmask complacency. 
They encourage us to turn our inmost 

hearts to God and devote 
ourselves to all that that 
entails in this life. They 
challenge us to see noth-
ing but God’s love in even 
the hardest situations. 
They remind us that hope 
is more than a feeling. It 
is adherence to a promise, 
and to keep hope strong 
and healthy, they remind 
us that we must feed our 
minds and hearts on that 
great Promise.

Pope Francis: Conversations with Jorge Bergoglio
by Sergio Rubin and Francesca Ambrogetti

Reviewed by Angela Rioux

This book is composed of a 
series of interviews 
with Cardinal 

Bergoglio from 2010 and seeks, 
successfully, to give us a pic-
ture of the man who is now 
our Pope. From his family his-
tory to discerning his call to 
the priesthood to the unique 
challenges facing him as a 
cardinal in Argentina; from 
his preferences in art, music, 

and poetry to his spiritual life; from his 
regrets to his frank and hope-filled devo-
tion to the present, Bergoglio is humor-

ous, humble, and filled with 
an appreciation for the mys-
tery of life. He is both passive 
and active in his openness to 
the world. He loves God, and 
he loves God’s Church. He 
loves Argentina and his cul-
ture. He loves all peoples. He 
reminds us to have patience, 
first with ourselves, always 
with others. Though the world 
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is dark in so many ways, we should never 
succumb to discouragement. “All joking 
aside, one should not confuse optimism 
with hope,” he tells us at the very end of 
the interviews. “Optimism is a psycho-
logical attitude towards life. Hope goes 

further than that. It’s the anchor you 
toss into the future and can pull on to 
reach what you wish to attain. It’s making 
an effort in the right direction. Besides, 
hope is theological: God is involved. That 
is why I believe life will triumph.” 

Stealing the General: The Great Locomotive 
Chase and the First Medal of Honor 

By Russell S. Bonds 

Reviewed by Maria Rioux

This is both a well-written 
and well-doc-
umented ac-

count of the attempt by 
Andrew’s Raiders to steal 
the Confederate train, the 
General. Had this small 
group of men been able 
to accomplish their goal, 
the Civil War would in 
all likelihood have ended 
years sooner. They came so 
very close, too. Of course, 
my sympathies lie with the 

Union, but I could not help but admire 
the bravery and perseverance of some of 
those who fought for the Confederacy. 
The book is completely gripping, simply 

riveting,  though also quite 
grim and sad in parts. It is a 
witness to some of the qual-
ities in men we women so 
love and rely upon:  cour-
age, self-sacrifice and 
dogged determination. 
That said, fallen nature is 
something we all share, so 
no one in this story gets 
away with being perfect. 

Recommended for 
grade 11 through adult.

Destiny of the Republic: A Tale of Madness, 
Medicine, and the Murder of a President 

By Candice Millard

Reviewed by Maria Rioux

This is the story of the assassi-
nation of President Garfield. I 

have to admit that, for quite 
a few years, I never gave Garfield much 
thought. He was president for about 
three months. A blip on the radar, in 
my cold-hearted historical mind. I was 
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so very wrong and thank 
Candice Millard for 
teaching me. Garfield 
was a great man, a beau-
tiful soul, and his assas-
sination was a tragic loss 
for his family and our 
country. I will add that 
he taught me something 
I was pretty sure I would 
never learn: it is possible 
to recover from marital 
infidelity. Garfield was 
unfaithful at one point 
and for a very short time. 
He could not stand himself and told 
his wife who said it had to end yester-
day. It did. Oddly, it actually seemed 
to bring them closer. Firstly, they both 
recognized what they had and wanted to 
keep. Secondly, they recognized how they 
had been failing each other and they put 
their efforts into correcting that. They 
ended up growing so much closer as a 

sort of consequence. I am 
not, of course, advocat-
ing infidelity to enhance 
one’s marriage, and this 
is but a very small part of 
the story. It is indicative, 
however, of the character 
of Garfield, who despite 
this weakness, was a giant 
among men, a wonder-
ful father, and a powerful 
force for good. 

You will be amazed 
by the efforts of 
Alexander Graham Bell to 

save the president and locate the bullet 
still lodged within him. Lister also urged 
cleanliness and sterilization, but he was 
still, sadly, being completely ignored by 
the medical community in America. It’s 
is a fascinating read from a personal, his-
torical and scientific perspective.

Recommended for ages grade 
11-adult

Navigating Early
By Claire Vanderpool

Reviewed by Cecilia Davidson

Navigating Early is an inven-
tive odyssey of a novel, by 
the Newberry Medal win-

ning author, Clare Vanderpool  (2011, 
Moon Over Manifest). Early (whom 
Vanderpool reveals in the Afterward to 
be what we would call savant autistic), 
lives at an East Coast boarding school. 
The other students tolerate him, and he 
is left on his own most of the time. New 
student Jack befriends him and ends up 

wrapped up in Early’s strange but com-
pelling world. Early sees the number 
Pi as a never-ending story, which, as it 
plays out, most people will recognize as 
the familiar “hero’s journey,” complete 
with all of its essential elements (the 
hero, the mentor, the ordeal, the trick-
sters, the villain, etc.).  Early believes that 
this is the story of his older brother, who, 
just like Pi, sailed away and never came 
back. But he also seems to believe that it 
is his story as well, and Jackie’s. Jackie is 
skeptical, but as the story goes on, more 
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and more elements of Pi’s journey co-
incide with real life, and he is forced to 
admit that there must be something to 
Early’s theory. What Jackie fails to un-
derstand (but Early, with all his oddities, 
does), is that Pi’s story—the hero’s jour-
ney—is everyone’s story. 
Vanderpool has taken 
the epic journey saga, 
and made it real. This 
is really what gives her 
characters such a lovely 
duality— they exist as 
archetypes in Early’s 
story, but as real people 
in the world.  And Pi’s 
inward journey, as he 
learns to overcome 
his pride and fear and 
face the terrible things 
which happen to him 
on his journey, is as 
much about Jackie’s 

own struggles to overcome the death of 
his mother and his rocky relationship 
with his father as it is about Early coping 
with losing his brother. It is a universal 
story with surprising plot twists and a 
unique voice, set in the confusion of the 

post-World War II 
world, where everyone 
they meet is essentially 
searching for the same 
thing that Pi is—a 
way to go home. 

With rich detail, 
fresh ideas, and true 
gift for storytelling, 
Vanderpool has cre-
ated a gripping, satis-
fying story.

This review is an adapted 
from a review first pub-
lished in Tale Magazine. 
Used by permission.  
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Parting Glass

Advent Calendar
A Villanelle

Our scene: the rugged manger, cold and bare.
Each numbered box keeps treasure there below.
We must have faith in what is hidden there.

From one to twenty-five, the numbers stare.
They beg us, “Open!”  Peek beneath white snow,
behind the rugged manger, cold and bare.

Each ox and donkey, sheep and bird declare
the unseen wealth beneath this picture show.
We must have faith in what is hidden there.

We test our patience with this slow affair.
December days will linger even though
we watch the manger closely.  Cold and bare

our wait seems until we become aware
that the last door is here!  We’re all aglow!
We’re now rewarded with what’s hidden there.

Our calendar complete, we’re now prepared,
to gaze into this Christmas long ago,
this Child, His rugged manger, cold and bare.
We must have faith in what is hidden there.  

— Lisa Salinas 
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