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Beth Kempton is an award-winning entrepreneur and self-help author, whose books have been translated into 24 languages. She teaches and writes about doing what you love and living well. Her first book Freedom Seeker: Live more. Worry less. Do what you love. (Hay House) is an uplifting manual for feeling free. Beth’s second book Wabi Sabi: Japanese wisdom for a perfectly imperfect life (Piatkus) holds a wealth of valuable life lessons extracted from centuries-old Japanese culture and aesthetics, inspired by a twenty-year love affair with Japan. Beth has a Masters degree in Japanese and is a dedicated student of Japanese life.

Together with her husband, Mr K, Beth runs three different businesses – dowhatyouloveforlife.com, makeartthatsells.com and makeitindesign.com – all of which offer tools, resources and online courses for living an inspired life.

Beth describes herself as a wanderer, an adventurer and a seeker of beauty, with an incurable addiction to books, chocolate and stationery. Mother of two adorable daughters, she lives a slow-ish life in Devon, England, and has been obsessed with Christmas since she was a little girl. You can take a peek at her perfectly imperfect life on Instagram @bethkempton.
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A note from the author

This book is for life, not just for Christmas.

Think of it as a quiet retreat from the festive noise and a guide to honouring this special season without sacrificing your wellbeing.

This collection of stories, advice and ideas is based in the belief that there is no single way to approach Christmas. It brings together all kinds of Christmases, celebrated in all kinds of ways by all kinds of people.

It’s a portrait of us as human beings, pausing in the rush of life to celebrate, to acknowledge those we love and those we miss, to mark the passing of another year, and to make peace and mince pies, marmalade and memories.

I hope it inspires connection, belonging, self-care, nourishment and joy, and a little bit of festive magic.

A gentle word of warning – this book offers no military strategy to execute the perfect Christmas. It is more likely to inspire you to ditch half your plans and open up space for spontaneity. It will make you question convention and inherited tradition in order to shape a celebration that recognises what you really need and treasure most.

It will also encourage you to use the precious time between Christmas and New Year to reflect and plan. By the end, instead of heading into January exhausted and lethargic, with lingering dissatisfaction and a credit card hangover, I hope you go forth feeling rested and rejuvenated, with fresh motivation and a hopeful heart.

I have put together a Christmas Care Package which you can access for free at www.dowhatyouloveforlife.com/course/cc. This includes a host of bonus tools and ideas to support you through the season.

May this book be a lantern leading you through the darkness of winter, back to the real enchantment of the season. I hope it brings much joy.

Wishing you a Calm Christmas and a Happy New Year.

Beth Kempton
Devon, 2019


[image: illustration]


Give me a story

Over a candy cane

Any day.



For some, Christmas is a time of great anticipation, indulgence and delight. A precious time for feasting and family, togetherness and treats. For others, it’s a chance to escape the day-to-day and travel back to a more innocent time. But for many, existing challenges are exacerbated by other people’s jollity, and the season closes in.

Just as there is no one shape of a family, there is no one way to ‘do’ Christmas. Yet we are repeatedly shown the same versions of a ‘perfect’ Christmas online, on TV and in the press. As a result, for many, it has become a time of unrealistic expectation and exhausting depletion.

The truth is our take on the festive season ebbs and flows as we move through life, as families come together and move apart, as older generations pass and new generations are born. We all come at it from different backgrounds, with our own particular ideas about how it should be.

All of this means that Christmas is at once almost universally recognised and intensely individual. But while the details may vary, the opportunity for love and light is shared.

I hope Calm Christmas will help you reconnect with all that Christmas can be, and reveal the season as a source of true joy.

Arrival

This was not the plan. Of all the scenarios I had imagined for celebrating the first Christmas after my wedding to Mr K, and the expected birth of our first child on 11 December, none of them involved being thirteen floors up a hospital tower in the middle of a raging storm on Christmas Eve. But then babies do have a habit of sending carefully crafted plans into disarray.

I was going to have a lovely home birth, all gentle breathing and candles and a warm birthing pool. But with each passing day beyond our daughter’s due date, it started to look less likely, and I could feel my sense of control disintegrating. A storm was brewing, and a draught was ruffling a tidy stack of papers on the sideboard. I went to close the window but a gust blew in, greedily snatching up the pages of our birth plan and sending them out of the window, along with the last vestige of my image of a perfect Christmas.

The vision of us snuggled up with our sleeping newborn by the twinkling lights of the tree – gone.

Opening sweet baby gifts as we sipped mulled wine – gone.

Tucking into the lavish Christmas dinner we had managed to concoct as clever, multi-tasking new parents – gone.

One by one, the dreams vanished as we edged closer to the 42-week mark on 23 December, when the doctors would insist on inducing.

By the time Christmas Eve rolled in on the wings of that burly storm, I was on a sterile hospital ward with a bag of barbecue-flavour crisps, rationing myself to one after each contraction. No Christmas tree, no roast dinner, no presents, no guests, no jolly raising of glasses of bubbly. Just me and Mr K . . . and fifteen other pregnant women, all sectioned off behind white plastic curtains, identifiable only by their moans or soft chatter or occasional terrifying screams.

The wind was louder now, whipping round the tower like an arch villain on a midnight raid. The windows rattled so violently it was surely only a matter of time before one was plucked out of its frame and smashed onto the ground far below. As I sat there, watching a line on a monitor zigzag up and down, waiting for my baby, I resigned myself to the fact that this Christmas was going to be far from routine.

Many hours later, we were moved into a private room for the latter stages of labour. I stood by the wide window overlooking the Brighton seashore and tried to breathe deeply. My breathing was just about the only thing left that I could hope to control.

I watched the storm batter the front relentlessly, the sea foam glowing under streetlights and distant pier illuminations. Glancing at the clock, I realised midnight was approaching. Our baby girl would be born on Christmas Day. And still the thunder raged on.

Out of the corner of my eye I saw a flash of silver riding on the storm. It might have been sheer exhaustion, or the drugs pumping round my body, or . . . well, I guess I’ll never know. What I do know is that my ideas about Christmas changed for ever that night. Sienna May was born shortly after, as Chopin played serenely in the background and a giant bolt of lightning cracked across the sky, bringing her and a little Christmas magic into our world.

This was the Christmas that made me a mama. And it was the one that made me realise Christmas never goes quite according to plan.

Beginnings

I’m thirteen years old and stumble across a book my mum bought in a rare moment of indulgence. Country Christmas1 is a large, dark green hardback. A giant wreath of holly, ivy berries, bay leaves and tartan ribbons fill the cover. Every so often, particularly as winter closes in, I reach for that book and curl up to read all about Christmas in the countryside. Calm descends like a gentle snowfall on my early teenage years.

Fast forward three decades and my mum finds Country Christmas when rifling through some boxes in her attic. Knowing how much I treasured it as a child, she sends it on to me. As soon as I hold it, and hear the spine creak for the first time in years, I am a teenager again, folded into a deep red armchair, dreaming. The book falls open at a double-page spread of a country cottage at twilight. Stone walls strong beneath a navy sky, fairy lights clustered on a tree outside, candles in every window to welcome home the bundle of children jostling by the front door. In bobble hats and winter coats, they are just back from sledging, I presume.

That single photograph had held so much for me as a teenager. It was everything I wanted from my adult life – a family of my own, a solid old house to call home, warmth, comfort and safety. Sitting at my kitchen table three decades later, at the heart of our 500-year-old cottage, I reflect on the decisions and sacrifices that have led me from that book to this table. Only now do I realise how powerful my association with Christmas – and that specific image – has been over the years.

When we try to describe our favourite parts of the festivities, we often talk about the tangible aspects, like ‘my aunt’s roast potatoes’ or ‘the twinkling lights on the trees in our town’. These are precious personal details, but I believe they sit on the surface of something more profound. Many of us have a generations-deep connection to the season, often shaped by childhood. When we think of Christmas, the image we conjure up, and the feelings that flood back, might just as easily reflect what we actually experienced as what we secretly longed for, even if the two were very different. It is by reconnecting with what we loved or yearned for as children that we can find true joy in the midst of the darkest season as adults.

I have spent Christmas with a heart full of anticipation as a child; warming my hands by a temperamental electric fire deep in the mountains as an exchange student; sunburnt on a boat crossing the Equator in my twenties; and, most memorably, in a hospital giving birth to my eldest daughter. I have been overjoyed, overwhelmed, stressed, relaxed, cold, hot, happy, sad, feeling loved, feeling lonely, surrounded by family, thousands of miles from family, single, married, before children, with children. With each passing year I am more aware how much I enjoy the simple life. I have learned that a calm Christmas is usually a good Christmas, which leads into a happier New Year.

Christmas is a microcosm of our lives – both the rough and the smooth come into focus.

My love of Christmas is legendary in our family, with October bringing half-joking/half-serious questions about whether the carols have been played yet (they usually have). But there have been years when my favourite festival has lost its sparkle, tarnished by in-your-face commercialism and the pressure to fit elaborate preparations into our busy lives.

When our children came along, Mr K and I started to think more about what kind of Christmas we wanted to weave into their childhoods, and how we might craft a shared celebration that would leave us all feeling full of love, gratitude and energy. Ultimately, this meant having some tough conversations, letting go of perfection and finding new ways to honour the most important of our two families’ traditions.

The first step was to strip it all back and discover what ‘Christmas’ truly meant to us, then find ways to match that with the expectations of the friends and loved ones we would see during the season. We also wanted to preserve a calm space in the middle of it all in which we could rest and prepare ourselves for the year ahead.

The experiment that followed over the next few years became a calmer approach to Christmas, and the bones of this book.

The case for a new approach to Christmas

I’ll let you into a secret. There have been times when I have heard about yet another political crisis or crime wave or natural disaster and wondered if a book about Christmas is a frivolous indulgence. But when I started to look into the science of the season – the data on stress levels going through the roof, how mental health issues are exacerbated at Christmas for many people and the mountain of debt created by rampant commercialisation and overindulgence – it soon became clear that this is a very serious business, and that changing the way we approach it could have a transformational effect on our general wellbeing and outlook throughout the year.

Christmas, which is the single most widely celebrated festival in the world, is considered so important that we max out our credit cards to the tune of £11 billion each year in the UK,2 while people in the United States shell out a staggering $1 trillion.3 So it is hardly surprising that almost two-thirds of us find the holiday season stressful.4 Indeed, the mental health charity Mind recently reported that 11 per cent of people feel unable to cope at Christmas, and that figure rises to 31 per cent among those who have existing mental health issues.5 Similarly, as many as 28 per cent of people (rising to 44 per cent of those with mental health problems) struggle with the pressure of organising the ‘perfect’ Christmas.6 Harvard Medical School Associate Professor Ellen Braaten recognises the holidays as a time of both joy and stress, and suggests that our brains need additional coping mechanisms.7

Nevertheless, year in, year out, millions of people approach it in the same old way – huge build-up, mounting panic, followed by a massive energy crash. Even those of us who adore Christmas often take on far too much, giving everything to others and leaving nothing for ourselves.

Many of us are missing a vital opportunity to relax, reconnect and be rejuvenated by this very special season, simply because of what we have come to believe about how it should be. But when we smother our true desires with brandy butter and silence, we end up rueing the same mistakes year after year.

It’s time for a new kind of festive season, one that allows us to create magic and memories without sacrificing our own wellbeing, ushering us towards a lasting sense of serenity and contentment.

It’s often the unexpected that brings the joy, if we can only relax enough to make room for it.


SOME NOTES ABOUT . . .

RELIGION

In this book I share my experiences of the religious aspects of Christmas within the context of my own childhood, and now as a parent of young children. I went to Sunday school and attended a church school from the age of ten, so the religious side of Christmas was always a significant part of the story for me. From Nativity plays to carol services, Advent candles to Christingle oranges, the local church was integral to my experience of the season. However, although Christmas can still be connected to religion, it does not have to be. Indeed, almost half of the Americans who celebrate Christmas do not even consider it a religious holiday,8 and although more than 90 per cent of British people celebrate the festival, only a fifth of them commemorate its religious origin.9

Writing this book has given me a wonderful opportunity to explore traditions – my own, those in wider culture and those held dear by the hundreds of people I have connected with in the course of my research. I have heard the Christmas memories of people from several generations, 37 nationalities and every corner of the world. People who identify with one of the several different religions, as well as atheists and many who are not sure where their faith lies, have shared their stories with me. We are all united by the fact that they carry the magic of the season – and of midwinter – close to their hearts.

GEOGRAPHY

The seasonal aspects of this book are based in the northern hemisphere, where Christmas falls in midwinter, which is often dark, wet and cold. However, I also share some stories from the southern hemisphere, where Christmas is experienced in the summer, usually in bright sunshine and heat. Wherever in the world you are based, I hope you will find comfort and inspiration for enjoying the festivities and transitioning gently into January.

THE CHRISTMAS TIMELINE

In the UK, Christmas is primarily celebrated with feasting on 25 December. Even if your main celebration falls on a different day, you can simply adjust the preparation advice accordingly.



Unwrapping this book

I hope this book will liberate you from any stifling inherited traditions that no longer align with your values, and encourage you to keep only those you treasure. And I hope it will inspire you to create your own kind of Christmas, based on what matters to you and those you love.

Divided into three parts that span the build-up, the festivities themselves and the days that follow, it embraces the full breadth of the holiday season in a holistic, nurturing way.

In Part 1, ‘Anticipation’, I will whisk you away from the frenetic energy of the high street and invite you to sit awhile, next to the roaring fire in my kitchen, hot chocolate in hand, where we will explore the meaning of Christmas (Chapter 1). Then we will reimagine what the season can be before working out how to plan and prepare for a calm experience, filled with pockets of delight (Chapter 2). Next we will flow with the energy of nature at this time of year, aligning with the natural rhythms that nourish mind, body and spirit and carry us through winter (Chapter 3).

In Part 2, ‘Celebration’, we will lose ourselves in the wonder of everything Christmas, from mindful gifting (Chapter 4) to festive gatherings (Chapter 5). We will explore how to radiate calm at this time of year by abandoning ideas of perfection, finding peace in the chaos and giving ourselves permission to step away whenever it all gets a bit too much (also in Chapter 5). Then we will honour the melancholy that often accompanies the season, stemming from loneliness, sadness and grief, and find ways to acknowledge our feelings while still making space for joy (Chapter 6).

In Part 3, ‘Manifestation’, we will discover a fresh approach to planning for a fulfilling, inspiring year ahead. After exploring an abundance of ways to savour the days between Christmas and New Year (Chapter 7), we will reflect on the year that is coming to an end (Chapter 8). Finally, I will share a host of tools for envisioning a positive future and offer advice on how to make that dream a reality, before we walk together through the gateway of New Year’s Eve and into a gentle January and beyond (Chapter 9).

Along the way there will be many opportunities for you to reflect and plan, and I encourage you to make notes in a journal or scribble in the margins of this book.

If you are reading this before Christmas, you can take it slowly and use it as a handbook for the whole season. On the other hand, if you have just received the book as a Christmas gift and want to make the most of this natural pause to plan for the year ahead, I suggest skipping straight to Part 3. Meanwhile, make a note in your diary to read Parts 1 and 2 in October or November next year.

And any time you feel frazzled or stressed, remember you can always turn to the pages of this book for solace. You’re always welcome here, beside me at my kitchen table. There are logs on the fire, tea in the pot and cinnamon buns fresh out of the oven.

Pull up a chair and relax. It is Christmas, after all.


[image: illustration]


[image: illustration]


‘Tell me,’

The little one said

As she snuggled closer on the sofa,

‘About Christmas in the olden days.’

Her mama kissed her blond curls

And shared the thrill

Of that one gift

With her name on it.

A doll in a pram,

The blankets made by wrinkly hands

Clacking needles in the candlelight

Over many wintry nights.

She told of stirring the plum pudding

With a big wooden spoon,

Apron at her ankles,

On a chair by her mother.

Of whispering a wish as she stirred,

And of the wish coming true.

Now, as she looked at her own child,

Face beaming in the firelight,

She realised she had forgotten all that,

But this little one

Was her chance

To remember.



Getting to the heart of Christmas

What makes you pause a moment and realise that Christmas is on its way? The first robin appearing in the hedgerow? The blurred reflection of small-town Christmas lights in puddles on the road? The scent of cinnamon and cloves? Wood smoke in the air? A good mood, riding on the shoulders of passers-by?

We all have our markers of December, and when we catch a glimpse of one, inhale the aroma of another and sense the arrival of yet another, our brain stitches all of the pieces together and whispers, ‘Christmas is coming.’

Here’s the thing, though. When I hear the word ‘Christmas’ I see a personal showreel in my mind’s eye. And your own showreel probably starts running when you hear that word, too. But









The five stories of Christmas





Christmas Story 1: The Story of Faith
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Christmas Story 2: The Story of Magic
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Christmas Story 3: The Story of Connection
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Christmas Story 4: The Story of Abundance
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Christmas Story 5: The Story of Heritage
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Writing your Christmas story
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