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De-Stressing Christmas for the Family

The pilgrims made seven times more graves than huts... nevertheless, set aside a day of thanksgiving. – H. W. Westermayer

Christmas and New Year is a great time of the year ... especially for marriage counselors and divorce attorneys. – Dr. Willard F. Harley, Jr.

The holiday season is soon upon us: Thanksgiving followed immediately (it seems) by Christmas. We look forward to our family gatherings with great anticipation, and often with a good deal of trepidation. We will be meeting relatives we have not seen since last year; for some of them the time has been too long, and for others not long enough. In some cases loved ones will not be with us for the season, and perhaps never again. Yes, it’s a wonderful time of year, and a very stressful one as well

How do we keep the joy and wonder at this time of year when it has such potential to be simply awful? Let me offer two simple suggestions for making this season of the year be all that we want it to be.

Focus on the word “THANKS-GIVING.” First, look at THANKS. We truly have so much for which to be thankful: family, friends, health, freedom, the opportunity to grow, the ability to choose, the birth of the Christ child, even the challenges that develop our character.

Express that thankfulness to others. My mother used to bless many people during the year by saving the cards she received during this season and writing those people personal notes of encouragement throughout the year.

Once we’ve learned to give THANKS, we can focus on the second word, GIVING. In an earlier column we learned you can never give too much, and it’s only what we give away that we take with us forever. 

Relationship is key to happiness, and giving is what develops and enhances those relationships. Consider giving gifts only to children during Christmas and the rest to charities. Also include your children in the process, setting the example for GIVING. 

The second suggestion I offer to you is to remember the “serenity prayer” of theologian Reinhold Niebuhr. God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change; courage to change the things I can; and wisdom to know the difference. We bring much stress upon ourselves by worrying about and obsessing over things that we cannot change. We also add to our stress if we fail to change what we can change.

In most cases we can’t change our relatives, either their names or their behavior. However, we can change the way we react to them. Stay away from the hot buttons, and find something about them to love. GIVE them encouragement. If they don’t faint or have a heart attack, they may even THANK you for it. The power of the positive is much greater than most of us realize.

When it comes to the holiday season, and even vacations, the stress can overtake us. A recent Gallop survey found that 54 percent of vacationers returned home feeling tired and stressed out.

It may help if we prepare and make a conscious decision to manage the season. Consider the following options that are under your control:

· If you have multiple relatives to visit, discuss with them before hand how you plan to distribute your time. Be honest with them.
· Remember, visiting family is important, but allow time for relaxation. And don’t spend all your time with extended family at the expense of the immediate family.
· Allow time to rest. Don’t overextend yourself.
· Stay away from topics and activities that may bring painful memories back to you, or that may cause difficulties with others.
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