The circle of the church year turns, and always, in hope and faith, we begin again. For the
seasons of Advent, Christmas, and Epiphany, Church Publishing invites families into meaningful
observances and joyous celebrations through selections from three of our favorite faith
formation resources: What We Do in Advent: An Anglican Kids’ Activity Book by Anne Kitch,
Faith at Home: A Handbook for Cautiously Christian Parents by Wendy Claire Barrie, and
Faithful Celebrations: Making Time for God from Advent through Epiphany by Sharon Ely
Pearson.
In these pages you’ll find a wide variety of activities and ideas. Some are especially appropriate
for young children, some are intended for intergenerational groups, some will work well over
Zoom, and some are just right at the kitchen table or in front of the fireplace with family
members of all ages.
We wish you all health, peace, moments of joy, and a deep sense of God’s living presence
among us.

Seasonal
Overview

CHAPTER 5

Seasons and
Celebrations

For everything there is a season. . . . Ecclesiastes 3:1

N

ew Year’s Day is on January 1. In New York City the
school year begins in September, around the same time
our Jewish friends celebrate Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New
Year. Chinese New Year is in February. Our upstairs neighbors observe the Persian New Year as spring begins. I relish
all these opportunities for fresh starts and take advantage of
them as often as possible.
The Church’s new year comes late in the secular calendar. Christians mark time in a different way. Following the
liturgical cycle of seasons and holy days can create a faithfilled home and set a rhythm and a pattern that helps us
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make meaning in our lives through the stories and traditions
handed down from generation to generation.

Advent
The Christian liturgical calendar begins in late fall with the
first Sunday of Advent, which means “coming.” In the secular world this period of preparing for the birth of Christ has
been swept up into “the holiday season,” that frantic period of
time from just after Halloween (if we’re lucky) until Christmas Eve. In the church, however, we are serious about getting
ready over a four-week period. The color of Advent is blue
(for Mary, the mother of Jesus) or purple (for the newborn
king). The evergreen wreaths we make at church are horizontal, to place on a table with four candles set into them,
one to be lighted each week. No carols are sung; the mood
is quiet, simple, more focused. We are waiting for Jesus, and
this is holy time. This slower, more deliberate approach to
the season may be worth bringing home. What can you simplify? Where can you be more intentional, less rushed?

Christmas and Epiphany
Christmas Eve is when churches are at their very best. The
colors on the altar and vestments worn by the clergy are
white for joy and gold for celebration. Go, see the baby lying
in a manger (if there isn’t a pageant, there surely will be a
crèche), sing the angels’ song of peace, and expect that your
children will want to tell the story over and over again when
you get home. You may have a beautiful crèche or nativity
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set that you will not want your kids to play with, so—if you
can—get another that’s sturdy or unbreakable. It’s worth it.
The story of Christmas is one with great power over our
hearts and imaginations, and it’s natural that we want to get
our hands on it.
Perhaps keeping Advent at home is not helpful to you. It
is not currently helpful in our house. As someone who works
full time in the church, December is an incredibly busy
month for me, so reality dictates that the tree goes up when
there’s time—and some years that’s Thanksgiving weekend.
However, we take full advantage of knowing that there are
twelve days of Christmas and the first day is Christmas Day.
That’s right—just when everyone else thinks Christmas is
over, my family is just beginning to celebrate. Our holiday
party is the Saturday after Christmas, and sometimes the
cookie baking waits until then, too.
Save one gift for each person to open on January 6, the
Feast of the Epiphany, when we remember the visit of the
Magi to the child Jesus. This part of the story is one that
bears closer attention. Though in most Christmas pageants,
three kings arrive just after the shepherds bearing gifts for
the baby, that’s not what the Bible actually says. Read the
story in Matthew’s gospel (1:18–2:7) and wonder: What’s up
with those gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh? Collect
some gently used baby clothes, new diapers, and formula
to take to a women’s shelter; babysit for a friend, offering
a much-needed break to the parent and some insight into
what it means that God came to us not just in human form,
but as a baby, born helpless and dependent as all babies are,
to a poor family in a troubled place.
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FAITHFUL CELEBRATIONS: ADVENT THROUGH EPIPHANY

MARKING TIME
Weekly Advent Calendars
Make Advent calendars individually or in groups of three or four
members each. This calendar will feature envelopes for each day of
the week, Sunday through Saturday, in which a daily idea or activity will be hidden. When a new week begins, new ideas are added
to each envelope to begin the process again, each week leading up
to Christmas.
Make enough calendars so that each person will receive one. Put
all the calendars from all the groups together, and ask one or two
children to distribute one to each person.

Materials
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

newsprint
glue
envelopes (8 per calendar)
burlap or poster board (any color) or green poster board (1 per
calendar)
scissors
pens or pencils
3" x 5" memo pads or blank index cards
optional: Christmas gift wrap; clear tape

Directions
1. Together, brainstorm activities appropriate for Advent, noting
them on newsprint, such as:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Add a figure to your crèche.
Make a Christmas card for a friend.
Read Mary’s song in Luke 1:46–55.
Give coins to a Salvation Army kettle.
Sing an Advent song.
Make a present for Jesus.

Advent

2. Ask each group or individual to glue
eight envelopes down the length of a
strip of burlap or poster board. If
desired, first cover one side of the
poster board with Christmas gift
wrap, folding it over the edges of
the poster board, and taping
the gift wrap in place. Or use
green poster board and cut it in
the shape of a large Christmas tree, making sure that
all eight envelopes will fit
on it.
3. Write the name of
each weekday (Sunday,
Monday, etc.) on an
envelope. Mark the eighth
envelope with the words Advent
Activities.
4. Have the participants write the activities on slips of memo
paper, one slip for each activity, providing one activity for each
day of Advent. Put all the slips in the envelope marked Advent
Activities.
Invite everyone to post Advent calendars on a wall at home.
Each Sunday during Advent, take seven slips of paper from the
Advent Activities envelope on your calendar and put one slip in
each of the other envelopes. Each day pull a slip out of the appropriate envelope and follow its instructions.
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PRAYER ACTIVITIES
Quiet Time, Festive Time
This is not so much a single activity as a plan for an evening for
adults and older children, combining the penitence and joy of
Advent. The first part of the evening is silent, except for music. Ideally a large, open room with a rug works best, so that people are
comfortable sitting on the floor.
Communicate in advance to participants that the first part of
the evening will be a time for reflection and the second part will be
a party. Ask everyone to bring food and drink to share at the party.
(You might want to plan some separate activities for young children
during the quiet time and invite them in to join the party later.)

Materials
• evergreen boughs
• 5–6 candles in holders
• recorded Christmas music or musicians from your worship
community
• prepared slips of paper with names of figures in the Nativity
story (Mary, Joseph, shepherd, donkey, sheep, etc.)
• basket or container to hold slips of paper
• 5–6 pictures of situations or places in our world where there is
poverty, violence, or other tragedy
• craft supplies (paper and fabric scraps, cardboard tubes, pipe
cleaners, aluminum foil, modeling clay, cotton balls, glue, scissors, etc.)
• small natural objects (pinecones, twigs, rocks, etc.)
• refreshments brought by participants

Advance preparation

Since the latter part of this activity is a festive time of drinking and
eating together, you will need—in advance—to ask participants to
bring a variety of snacks and beverages to share.

Advent

Directions
1. Before participants arrive, set up five or six places around the
room where people will pray. At each of these, have a lighted
candle on the floor. Encircle the candle with evergreen boughs
and a picture that shows people or situations that need God’s
healing love.
2. Set the craft supplies, including the small natural objects, on a
table.
3. Post signs asking everyone to enter silently. Maintain this
silence until everyone has gathered.
4. When everyone has arrived, explain that you will pass a basket
with slips of paper. On each slip is written the name of one of
the figures in the Nativity story. Ask each person to select a slip,
choose craft supplies, and find a corner in which to create a
figure representing the name on the slip.
5. Maintain silence while everyone works. Encourage each participant to think about why this particular figure happened to be
the one he or she received. Or to put it another way, “Why did
this figure choose you?”
6. After participants have made their figures, invite them to visit
the prayer stations around the room, placing their figures at
each candle as they meditate briefly on the image at each station. Encourage them to reflect and ask God what needs to be
born inside themselves this Christmas.
7. After they have stopped at every station, have them place their
figure in the center of the room or wherever your crèche is located.
8. Choose an appropriate Christmas hymn to sing together, gathered around the crèche.
9. Then greet each other with the phrase, “Blessed birth!”
Tip: An excellent resource to use in exploring simpler Christmas
celebrations is Unplug the Christmas Machine: A Complete Guide to
Putting Love and Joy Back into the Season by Jo Robinson and Jean
Stacheli (New York, Quill, 1991).

FAITH AT HOME

Winter Saints
Let me say a word about the saints. The Book of Common
Prayer calls saints “the lights of the world in every generation”—people whose lives and deeds have shone brightly
and helped others more closely follow Jesus. There are saints
who lived long ago and there are saints living and working in the world today, saints who are known by the church
and saints who are known only to God. We say that we are
part of the Communion of Saints, the company of all faithful people, connected through our baptism to those Christians who have died, those who are alive now, and those yet
to be born. The word “saint” means holy. In the Episcopal
Church we have a Calendar of Saints, holy men and women
we remember in prayer and with readings from scripture on
their feast day. The saints tend to be quite colorful, and being
perfect is in no way a requirement.
The Feast of St. Nicholas

Nicholas of Myra was born in what is now western Turkey in
the latter part of the second century. His feast day is in early
Advent, December 6. The most famous story told about
Nicholas is one that may have inspired the story of Santa
Claus. There was a poor family with three daughters. In
those days young women could not be married unless they
had dowries, sums of money that were to be given to their
husbands. On each of three nights, a sack of gold was tossed
into their home through an open window, landing in their
shoes—or in their stockings hanging by the fire to dry. These
gifts, given in secret, saved the young women from being
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sold into slavery. If you place an orange or a clementine in
the toe of your child’s Christmas stocking, this is the reason:
it represents Nicholas’s gift of gold.
Stories are also told of Nicholas protecting children and
sailors, feeding the hungry in Myra during two years of famine, and going before the Emperor Constantine to ask for
lower taxes for his people. He also attended the Council of
Nicea, the first great meeting of bishops from all over the
Christian world in 325, from which we get the Nicene Creed
that we say together in church on Sundays.
Nicholas is remembered especially in Europe, Greece,
and Russia. On the evening of December 5, children leave
hay and carrots in their shoes for St. Nicholas’s horse and
wake to find that they’ve been exchanged for small toys or
chocolates. People all over the world honor St. Nicholas
during Advent and Christmas by being generous to those in
need, and by giving gifts in secret.
How might your family continue the tradition of gift giving in secret? Our church in California has an “angel tree”
hung with tags filled out by children and teens in the foster care system with what they most want for Christmas.
The year Peter was three and a half, we choose the tag of a
boy the same age who wanted the very same gift as Peter:
Thomas the Tank Engine. Then we went shopping. Peter
asked, “Doesn’t Santa come to every house?” I answered,
“No, we have to help.” Peter asked with great excitement,
“You mean we get to be Santa for Julio?”
You can have an Angel Tree at home, too. A lovely picture
book with ideas for giving to others in this season is LuAnn
Schnable Kaldor’s The Angels On My Tree. You could start a
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collection of angel ornaments and put one on the tree each
time your family participates in an act of kindness to others,
or you could make angel ornaments and start a collection
that way. There are several simple patterns on my Pinterest
board, which are linked on my blog, wendyclairebarrie.com.
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Shoe Box Crèches
Materials
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

modeling clay or play dough
shoe boxes
cardboard
scissors
glue
pencils, pens, or other styluses for adding detail to clay
dried pine needles, excelsior (wood shavings used for packing
material), or shredded paper

Directions
1. Show the participants how to make figures—of Mary, Joseph,
the baby, or the animals—by pulling appendages out of a single
piece of clay. (Some people may want to make shepherds and
an angel, too.)
2. Invite each child to make a figure from the nativity story, using
a pencil, pen, or stylus to add details such as facial features and
clothing textures.
3. Use a shoe box as a stable for each crèche. Mangers and troughs
may be cut from cardboard. Pine needles can be used for straw
on the floor.
4. Display completed crèches somewhere in your gathering area
or the church for others to enjoy through the Christmas season.

Holy Family Mural
Groups can work together to create scenes from the life of the Holy
Family to make one large mural.

Materials
• Bibles
• butcher paper or newsprint
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• tape
• markers/crayons/colored pencils

Directions
1. Divide the participants into five groups.
2. Tape a long sheet (at least 15 feet) of butcher paper to a wall
or place on the floor.
3. Assign one of the following short Bible passages about the
Holy Family to each group:
•
•
•
•
•

Matthew 1:18–24
Matthew 2:13–15, 19–23
Luke 2:15–21
Luke 2:22–40
Luke 2:41–51

4. Ask each group to read the passage and create a design for its
assigned scene. Have each group draw its scene on a section of
the butcher paper so the scenes are presented chronologically.
5. Display the mural someplace throughout the Christmas season.

Christmas

STORYTELLING AND BIBLE STUDY
A Child is Born
Gather the youngest children around and read them this vibrant
version of the Christmas story. Afterwards, lead them in a discussion of what they like most about the story and what they think
it tells us about God. Remember that there are no right or wrong
responses.

Emmanuel, God with Us
God called the angels together and they crowded about,
leaning forward with excitement to hear the news.
God spoke: “This day my Son, Jesus, has been born in Bethlehem. He will show all people how deeply I love them.
They will learn from him what it is like to be with me. They
will even call him Emmanuel—God with us.
“Go now, angels! Not one, not two, not three of you, but
all of you! Go and tell the good news. Tell the news to the
shepherds taking care of their sheep in fields near Bethlehem. Tell the news to kings who live far away.”
Off the angels flew to sing a new song of good news: “A
child is born. His name is Jesus and he is God’s Son. Glory
to God in the highest, and peace to God’s people on earth.”
As the angels sang, a new star appeared in the sky. It came
to rest right over the stable in Bethlehem where Jesus, Mary,
and Joseph were staying.
The shepherds who were taking care of their sheep in the
fields nearby were amazed and frightened at the brightness
of the star. But then they saw an angel. Can you imagine
how they trembled?
The angel said to them, “Don’t be afraid, for I bring you
good news of great joy. To you this very day in Bethlehem,
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a Child—a Savior—has been born. He is Christ the Lord.
You will know this Child when you find a newborn Baby
wrapped in strips of cloth and lying in a manger.”
Suddenly the shepherds saw not just one angel, but thousands of angels, all the host of heaven. The angels were singing, “Glory to God in the highest and peace to God’s people
on earth.”
When the angels left, the shepherds said to one another,
“Let’s go into Bethlehem right now and look for this Baby.
Just imagine, angels came to tell us! Why, we may be the
first to know! Us! Just simple shepherds. Let’s run! Hurry!
See the bright star? It hangs there low in the sky. Follow it.
Hurry! Hurry!”
Away the shepherds ran, as fast as they could go. They found
the stable where Mary and Joseph were. They found Jesus
lying in a manger, wrapped in swaddling clothes, just as the
angel had told them. This was the Baby. This was the Savior!
“We came to see the Baby,” the shepherds said.
“His name is Jesus,” Joseph whispered to the shepherds.
“How did you know about him?” Mary asked.
“How did you know to look here?” Joseph asked.
The shepherds told Mary and Joseph all they had heard and
seen, about the sky full of angels and the new, bright star.
One of the shepherds said to Joseph, “The angels said ‘to
you a child has been born.’ What can that mean? Could it
mean that this Baby, this Savior, came to show you and me
God’s love?”
The shepherd smiled and looked shyly at Joseph. “You
know,” he said, “if Jesus were born into my family, this is
just the kind of place he would be born. My children came
into the world on our farm, and there were more animals
around than people! Why, Jesus even looks a lot like my

Christmas

youngest did. But there’s something special about this child,
isn’t there?”
Joseph smiled and placed his hand on the shepherd’s shoulder. “Yes,” Joseph said, “there is. This Baby is God’s Son.
There is more to his birth than even his mother and I
understand. But rejoice and celebrate with us, because this
child will save his people.”
Joseph, Mary, and the shepherds smiled at the Baby sleeping
in the manger. Their hearts and voices sang grateful songs of
praise to God. The angels in heaven rejoiced because God’s
plan was being carried out in this simple place with these
simple people.
“Hallelujah! To all of us a Child is born! Hallelujah!
Hallelujah!”

Crèche Sharing
Invite participants to bring and display their crèches. During the
Celebration, invite individuals to share stories about their crèches
with the gathered group, such as the history of the crèche and traditions that they observe. If your church has a traditional crèche with
an interesting story, invite a long-standing member or leader also to
share that story with the group.
You might do this at the beginning of your Celebration as participants arrive. This could be a great icebreaker or a conversationstarter during snack time.

Materials
• family and personal crèches (Note: In advance, invite willing
individuals, couples, and families to bring their crèches to the
Celebration.)
• tables
• optional: congregation’s crèche

