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Holidays and Traditions

In the last two months, we made many holiday memories in
the English Classes. During November we focused on
being thankful for what we have. As we approached the
Thanksgiving Dinner, we prepared by thinking about what
makes us happy in our lives. Then we prepared to help the
Sunday School Classes raise money for a child they are
sponsoring in India. We made different articles to sell in
the Christmas Bazaar, held annually before worship on
Advent Sundays. As we made “Hot Snowman Soup”(hot
cocoa and marshmallows) and name tags for wrapping
gifts, we also talked about how some children in the world
don’t have the money for the simple things we use every
day at school. At our
game night we even played
a simulation game, where
the students were families
struggling to make enough
money selling bags they
made by hand, so that they
could pay for rent, food,
use of bathing facilities,
and education. In the weeks just before Christmas we
made a Christmas CD, recording the songs they had
learned and thoughts on Christmas that they translated.
Although the singing could have used a little more practice,
we had a lot of fun creating memories. The CD served as a
concrete record of the activities in December, and I hope
they will enjoy listening to it years down the road as well.

(innamon, Trees, and Lots oi Bright Lights help to
make a typical American Christmas

During this second presentation about American culture
through my eyes, 1 realized the presentations fill a few of
the gaps left in our ministry to provide activities to the
community. Many of the same people who came for my
first presentation returned to hear about our Christmas
Traditions, and with a few new comers as well, we had
around 40 people in our Sunday School room upstairs. 1
was shocked at the nice even balance of people that
attended: young and old as well as religious and non-church
goers. In fact there is a certain group of older people in the
church which I had always hoped to find a way to include.
They don’t speak English and probably wouldn’t feel
comfortable at our other events, more suitable for families
and children. This group really seems to enjoy my
presentations, and so do other people in this category or
retired, well educated people who don’t attend the church.
I make the presentations educational as well as entertaining,
and many people, including myself, have been satisfied with
this addition to our regular schedule of events.

I also offered my presentation to a few of the schools in
Policka. I visited some 7t and 8®* grade classes in the
grammar school and 8" and 9% grade classes in the
elementary school. I think this turned out nicely as well,
mostly because I met many kids I had never seen before
or who hadn’t even heard of our classes in the church.
Sometimes I feel like I’'m doing as much if not more than
I can handle, but I also see how we could be doing so
much more: having more classes, giving more
presentations, having more dinners and special activities.
The schools have said that I am welcome to come share
my next two presentations as well and I'm looking
forward to the new possibilities as more students come in
contact with our program. 1 felt very awkward about
inviting the students to our church worship at the end of
my presentation. I felt like it was, as if to say, “We’ll offer
you this presentation for free and now we’ll advertise for
our church activities.,” On the other hand, these are
children that never come in contact with people from the
church, and when they do, no one really talks about it.
We will invite them again when I return for the other
presentations, and hopefully the more 1 invite them, the
more natural it will become for them and for me as well.
They might not come, and they might even be offended
by my invitation, but who knows until I ask.

| (ommon Ground: A time to give and a time to receive I

Giving gifts in a different culture has sure been a lesson in
generosity, restraint and redundancy. Last year, I thought
I wouldn’t receive many Christmas gifts from the people
here. I only had a few close friends at the time and so I
made plans for those people and my helpers. 1 wasn’t
quite sure where to shop for presents, and I wasn’t quite
sure what to buy people. By that time I was still getting a
teel for how people spent their money, thinking that many
people probably wouldn’t spend too much money on
presents. The ideas 1 did have, couldn’t quite be realized
without the stores I knew in Madison, and the things that
I did find here, didn’t quite satisfy me. 1 gave gifts to my
helpers to show them my appreciation, but they all felt
awkward, because they didn’t expect it, and ended up
bringing me something later. When Christmas Eve
arrived, it was my turn to feel awkward when many people
showered me with gifts, including the church session,
which until that time hadn’t really shown me a true sign of
friendship. In the end it was a great affirmation for me of
the friends and family that surrounded me and reached
out to me as if to say, “We hope you can feel at home
here in this foreign land.”

So as this Christmas approached I tried to be more
observant and thoughtful about what gifts I bought and
for whom. I ended up creating almost the opposite
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situation, as I planned for some of my close friends, who
were not counting on giving me a gift. One of my friends,
who does a good job of showing me when and where
things are appropriate, kind of made it obvious that we
would not see each other again before Christmas, and I got
the message from her that we weren’t going to exchange
gifts. 1 already had something for her, but I felt nervous
about giving it to her, not to make her feel awkward. So, I
didn’t give it to her, and I still feel guilty and sad about it.
It made me really wonder about who gives gifts to whom,
when is gift giving appropriate, and what gifts themselves
are appropriate. Many people give wine or hard liquors,
tea, bath articles, chocolate and jewelry. I bought many of
these items for my friends, and yet the whole time I was
continually nervous about whether something was enough,
or too small, or the right fit. I'm glad to say that I feel like
I felt comfortable with the gifts that I had given by the end
of the week after Christmas. Many times I felt like I wasn’t
giving enough, but here one nice small things like a special
candy bar and two small things like a bag of tea and a
candle turn out to be just the right fit.

Well, after two Christmas’ full of buying and exchanging
gifts in a foreign culture, I've come to this conclusion:
giving gifts is always hard. Even in our own cultures we
sometimes feel like there was someone we forgot, or we
buy too much for someone and make them feel awkward.
Even when we know the many stores for shopping and the
“Top ten ideas for good Christmas Presents,” we still find
ourselves hunting on the last day for the perfect match for
the people we love. And then there are the times when you
know someone will not have a gift for you, but just want to
give them something anyway. You just want to show your
friendship and appreciation, without expecting anything in
return. I think this is a chance we always take when we give,
and it is something to embrace rather than to cause us to
restrain our impulse to give. I think many of us give gifts,
hoping that others will be prepared to echo those feelings,
but there is always the possibility that they won’t. We take
this chance to show our affection as a symbol of our

friendship.

I think most importantly I have learned from this
experience that even the smallest gift, when given
unexpected, can create a feeling of friendship. Last year,
when I received so many unexpected gifts, they made me
realize the connections that 1 had with several people.
Then this year, I felt a sort of reaffirmation of those
relationships, as the people 1 had gifts for also had similar
kinds of gifts for me.

All of this causes me to think about God’s gift of his son.
He too, gave an unexpected gift as a symbol of his
friendship to us. He didn’t go overboard, wrapping it in
the shape of a king on a throne, but he just gave a simple
small child which rested in the only space available, not
plush cushions, but straw. This simple sign of affection
turned out to be the start of something magnificent.
Returning that affection can be just as rewarding as giving
it, but God doesn’t care what we have in return, just as long
as we accept His gift and share it with others.
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