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			This is how God showed his love among us: 

			He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him.

			—1 John 4:9
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			A Note to the Reader

			Thank you for choosing our collection of Christmas stories. We’ve always enjoyed using stories as a way of celebrating our faith and telling others about God’s amazing love in Jesus Christ. Now we are pleased to share these stories with you.

			We wrote most of the stories to be told at Christmas Eve family services in churches where Richard was serving as the pastor. We encourage you to consider using the stories in this way. They are also appropriate for other church events, for family and classroom settings, and for personal reading, as well. It’s a diverse collection, with stories varying greatly in plot, setting, and voice. They are suitable for all ages, although some will appeal more to adults than to children and vice versa. We also have included two classic stories (“The Christmas Chimes” and “The Holy Night”) that fit the theme and character of the collection. We hope you will enjoy the stories and see the love of God shining through them.

			Richard wrote some of the stories; Elizabeth wrote others. But we have worked so closely together over the years that in several instances we can no longer remember who originally wrote which ones. This is truly and fully a cooperative effort. 

			We are humbled and grateful that you’ve chosen to open this book. Enjoy. This Christmas season “may the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” (Romans 15:13).

			—Richard and Elizabeth Raum

			Drive-Through Christmas Eve

			Jim pulled into the drive-through and placed his order. “I’ll have a burger. Make that a cheeseburger, small fries, small root beer, and an apple turnover.”

			Jim waited for a voice to acknowledge his order. None came.  

			“Excuse me. Did you get my order?”

			Jim felt foolish speaking into a clown’s face at a Circus Burger drive-through. After all, it was a holiday, and they were probably understaffed. He tried again.

			“Excuse me again, please. Shall I pull up to the window, or do you want me to come in?”

			“No, don’t come in. You can’t come in. We’re closed.” The voice belonged to a woman; she sounded young.

			“Well, can I order something here?” Jim asked.

			“No, we’re closed. We close early on Christmas Eve. I must have forgotten to turn out the drive-through lights. Sorry.”

			“If you’re closed, can you tell me what’s open?”

			“I think everything’s closed.”

			“So, what am I supposed to do?” Jim instantly realized how foolish and pathetic he sounded. It certainly wasn’t her fault the place was closed, or that he had been so busy at the paper he’d neglected to plan for dinner. Nor was it her job to find him a meal.

			“Well,” she said, “Quik Stops never close. You can always get something at one of them. I don’t know of anyplace else.”

			“Thanks,” Jim said. “That’s what I’ll do. Sorry I bothered you.” He began to close his window, eager for the whole awkward exchange to end, when the voice crackled through the clown face again.

			“Where are you from, anyway?”

			“I’m from Buffalo, New York. My family’s there, while I’m stuck here. Holiday or no, the paper must go to press.”

			“Buffalo? New York? That’s where they have all that snow, isn’t it? I bet you’re used to having a real white Christmas.”

			“Sometimes, yes,” Jim said, remembering the Christmas when he was eight and received his first downhill skis. 

			“I like it in the South, but I do miss the snow.”

			Jim felt embarrassed talking about home with a voice in the drive-through’s clown face. Why had he said so much? True, he was lonely on this holiday night—lonelier that he’d ever imagined he would be. Was that the reason? Weeks earlier when he’d offered to work the city desk on Christmas Eve so that others could be home with their families, it hadn’t seemed like a big deal. Now that the holiday was here, the idea of spending Christmas Eve alone in his apartment with an empty refrigerator made him feel sad and wistful. Talking to the clown face about Buffalo brought back powerful memories. They swirled around him as strongly as the lingering odor of hamburger grease. 

			“It’s been nice talking to you,” Jim said as he slipped the car into gear. “Merry Christmas to you and your family.”

			Before he could pull away, the clown voice crackled again. “I’m on my own, too. That’s why I’m on cleanup tonight, so the others can go home. I’ll be heading over to Calvary Baptist, the brick church across from the Legion Hall. That’s my family, I guess. I’m supposed to say I’m a member of the Circus Burger family. The manager talks like that. But it doesn’t really work that way.”

			 “Of course not.” Jim felt decidedly uncomfortable. He was about to say a final goodbye when she spoke again.

			“How about you? Do you have a church to go to?”

			“No, not here. I used to go to church when I stayed with my grandparents. I spent summers with them in Rochester. They always went to church, and they made me go. I never really minded.” Until that moment Jim hadn’t thought about church in years. He could almost smell the bouquet of roses from Grandma’s garden that he helped her place on the Communion table on summer Sundays? Church reminded him of other flowers, the ones that overflowed the sanctuary on the day of Grandma’s funeral. The people of that church had provided Grandpa with love and care ever since. That was why Jim hadn’t felt compelled to visit. Now he wondered if Grandpa was sitting in his favorite pew this Christmas Eve. Did he wish Jim were sitting beside him?  

			“That sounds like the people at Calvary Baptist.”

			“Oh?” Had he actually said out loud the things he’d been thinking? The whole conversation was too personal, too uncomfortable. He had revealed things to the Circus Burger clown face that he’d never shared with his closest friends. He should drive away. That would end the conversation.

			But he felt strangely drawn to the voice in the clown face. It was so open and vulnerable, yet poised and assured. She spoke with casual  confidence.

			“I guess I’m just not what you’d call a church person,” he said at last.

			“Sure, I understand where you’re coming from. I used to be like that. But for a moment it sounded like maybe you were looking for something special, especially since it’s Christmas Eve.”

			“Actually, I was looking for a cheeseburger and fries.”  The moment he said it, Jim wished he could take it back.  He’d meant to be clever, not sarcastic. He knew he had failed. Finally, he said, “You’ve been very nice, but I’ve really got to go now. Merry Christmas.”

			“Same to you,” she said.

			Jim pulled away from the speaker. Then he stopped and looked back. The speaker was several inches behind him.  Slowly he inched the car backwards until he was facing the clown.

			“Excuse me,” he said. “Are you still there?”

			After a brief delay her voice came over the speaker. “Yes, I’m here. I’m waiting for you to leave before I cut off the lights and the speaker.”

			“I’m just wondering. That church of yours? You said it’s called Calvary Baptist, across from Legion Hall?”

			“Yes. We have two services tonight. The early one is over, but there’ll be another one at nine, a candlelight service. It’s very beautiful. You don’t have to dress up or anything,” she said quickly. “Everyone’s welcome.”

			“Thanks.” Jim slowly pulled away from the voice in the Circus Burger clown’s face. 

			Later, he made his way to Calvary Baptist, parked in the Legion lot, entered the church and took a seat. He nervously glanced around the crowded sanctuary. Why had he come? Was it because of a voice in a clown’s face? 

			Worship opened with a robust singing of “O Come. All Yet Faithful.” Jim rose and sang along with the congregation, sensing that this was where he was supposed to be. He supposed those feelings would fade as soon as the service ended. But not so. He attended the next Sunday. There weren’t nearly as many people there, but his sense of belonging returned. Each Sunday led to another. And another. Jim never found out who he’d been talking to at the drive-through that Christmas Eve, but as he became more and more involved in the church, he often thanked God for the faithful voice that invited him to church.

			Surrounded by Angels

			It had been twenty years since Brenda Vanderhoof directed the Sunday school Christmas pageant. Her own children, who had been in that pageant, were now grown with families of their own. Becky lived in Phoenix. She only visited in the summer. Jason, his wife Ashley, and their two boys lived nearby. This year, though, they would be spending Christmas in Omaha with Ashley’s family.

			They had celebrated Christmas a week early. Brenda made a Christmas dinner, the grandchildren opened their Christmas gifts, and the family talked about the upcoming trip. The boys were excited. “But we can’t take Walpole,” ten-year-old Ethan said. “Gran and Grampy are allergic.” 

			“Really?” Brenda said, raising her eyebrows.

			“And we’re not sure that Walpole would appreciate a long car trip,” Ashley added.

			“Would you consider keeping Walpole here for Christmas?” Jason asked.

			How could she say no? Walpole was a lumbering, lazy old mutt, not the kind of dog to disturb the Christmas tree. Brenda noticed that when the tree lights started flashing, Walpole yawned, stretched, and turned around the other way. He spent most of the day asleep with his head resting on an old rag doll named Lester. Nothing bothered or excited Walpole as long as no one touched his beloved Lester.

			Jason dropped Walpole off Thursday after supper. Christmas was on Saturday. “We’ll get an early start tomorrow and be in Omaha in time for the Christmas Eve service,” he said.

			“Drive safely,” Brenda called as he pulled away. 

			Once Jason left, the house felt strangely empty. Ray wasn’t home from work yet. Walpole stretched out on the living room rug with the ever-present Lester. By the time Ray got home, Brenda had tripped over Walpole three times—her own fault, she confessed. “Walpole has taken over.”

			Ray went to work at the usual time on Friday; the company would close at three o’clock. Brenda had the day off. She was preoccupied with the church nativity pageant. She’d only agreed to take charge because everyone else claimed to be too stressed out with Christmas preparations. 

			When the Christian education committee proposed eliminating it—for just this one year—Brenda jumped in. “It wouldn’t be Christmas without the pageant,” she said. “It’s a memory that these children will cherish.” Not that Jason or Becky seemed to cherish the memory, but Brenda did. Maybe it was more for the parents than the
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