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Counting the Days 
 

 
Beginnings 

Does anyone really need one more thing to remember and celebrate in the month of December? 

Isn’t it already full to overflowing with obligations, stale traditions, and entirely too much stuff? 

Celebrating Advent and its feasts can give us a chance to step away from the obligations.  It can 

create a way to truly enjoy the season leading up to Christmas.  Keeping these traditions can turn 

our hearts just as the earth begins to turn toward the light. 
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There is no need to keep these traditions perfectly.  Maybe you don’t have the right supplies for a 

proper observance, maybe the baby has been up nights teething, maybe money is tight.  But bringing 

even a little bit of awareness can mark the days as special.  While time marches ever forward, the 

church year spirals back to the same feasts and fasts every year.  If you don’t get it right this year, 

you’ll have another chance.  Each year our traditions grow and change.  Weaving the old and new 

together creates a strong family culture. 

 

The celebrations that I describe in the next few pages are simple, practical, and inexpensive.  Many 

people bake at the holidays. Why not throw some ginger in the cookie dough and call them St 

Nicholas Day cookies?  Our smallest efforts to bring more attention and thought to our celebrations 

will be rewarded.  These are the life-giving practices we have found to welcome the new one in our 

midst.  They are particular to our season of life; we are a family with young children.  But I hope you 

can find patterns to follow--ways of opening yourself to the circle of the year as the days darken. 

The light is coming.  Watch with me! 

Wreathed in Light 

Advent wreaths are a tangible way to acknowledge the coming light.  There are places for four 

candles, one for each week of Advent.  As you move through the month, the wreath is filled with 

candles and your home is filled with light.  Our wreath is carved with scenes and symbols of our 

faith: a shepherd’s crook, the star, Bethlehem, bread and wine.  We usually end up talking about the 

wreath itself and an image that has captured someone’s attention.  The wreath sits in the middle of 

the dining room table, so we see it all through the day.  I am often the first up in the morning, so I 

light the candles to greet the rest of the family as they wake.  If you don’t have a wreath, you don't 

necessarily need to buy one.  Four candles gathered together will do the same work.  Really, even 

one candle quietly lit in the midst of your busy day--first thing in the morning, at dinner, or just 

before bed--can point your family toward the light. 

 

We count the weeks of Advent, but we also count the days with a Way of Light Wreath.  I love 

wares made by homeschool kids, and these kids use their profits to support projects through  
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Compassion International.  Nothing compares with moving Mary and her faithful donkey closer to  

the center of the spiral each day, watching the changing shadows created by the candles.  There is a 

sense of exultant lightness that follows Mary on her way to give birth to her child, an energy and 

happiness familiar to any who have waited for a birth. 

 
Advent Calendar 

 
Many years ago I found a Playmobil Advent Calendar at a garage sale.  The set was nearly complete 

and in fine condition.  Mabel was not quite two, and there were plenty of small pieces.  But she was 

a careful two year old.  We kept the calendar on top of the dresser, and one of the tall people would 

get it down for her. 

 
Fast-forward six years and two little brothers.  This has become one of our treasured Advent 

traditions.  Each morning the children try to remember whose turn it is to open up one of the boxes 

and find out just what’s hidden inside.  Our set portrays a town square with carolers out.  Each 

person carries a colorful St Martin’s lantern.  The town has a creche with animals.  Late in the 

season, even St Nicholas and his donkey make an appearance! 

 
The calendar helps us keep track of just how much longer we have to wait for the baby to be born! 

Anticipation and excitement build as every tiny package is opened.  It also helps us keep Christmas 

buying simple.  When you have been opening presents and adding toys to your playset all month 

long, there isn’t a big let down on Christmas.  The (sometimes) overwhelming desire has been 

spread out over many days.  This simple tradition honors our inclination to give good gifts to our 

children, and it frees up the Christmas season to be about so much more than gifts. 
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Feast Days in Early Advent 
 

St Andrew--November 30 

Advent encompasses the four Sundays before December 25th.  But because Christmas doesn’t 

always fall on the same day of the week, the date of the first Sunday of Advent also changes. In our 

family we always begin the keeping of Advent on November 30th because that’s St Andrew’s Day. 

And St. Andrew is a name day saint in our household! 

● Food--St Andrew was a fisherman, so seafood is always appropriate.  We usually make fish 

tacos.  Andrew is also the patron saint of Scotland.  Anything with oats would be a 

wonderful addition: oatmeal for breakfast or apple crisp for dessert! 

● Art--Coloring is a simple, meditative practice that seems to open up time.  We love the 

stained glass fish from Women for Faith & Family (scroll down to find directions and a fish 

to print!) 
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● Story--St Andrew was the first disciple Jesus called.  You can read the story in Matthew 4. 

“And they straightway left their nets and followed him.”  Straightway! 

 
St Nicholas--December 6 

December 6 is the Feast of St Nicholas, perhaps my favorite celebration of the year. Nicholas was a 

bishop in Myra in the early 4th century. Today he is remembered as the patron saint of children.  In 

Holland, children leave carrots for the saint’s donkey in their shoes on the night of the 5th. In the 

morning they wake to find them filled with practical things that they need–school supplies and the 

like. The next day at tea time, children enjoy speculaas cookies, little gingerbread treats in the shape 

of St Nicholas. 

●  Food--Last year we made ginger oatmeal cake from the More with Less Cookbook. Then we 

cut the cake into small squares, cut a few of the squares in half on the diagonal, and made 

cute, little houses. A sprinkle of powdered sugar on the roof for some snow and a pretzel for 

a chimney completed the look! 

●  Art--Jessica from Shower of Roses has made beautiful medallions to make any chocolate 

coins into St Nicholas gold!  There are also holy cards and coloring sheets to print from the 

St Nicholas Center. 

●  Story--You can find many versions of the bishop’s good work at the St Nicholas Center or 

in To Dance with God.  But to tell the truth, I still haven’t come across the perfect storybook 

for this saint.  I’d love to hear your suggestions! 

 
Guadalupe--December 12 

On December 12th we celebrate the Feast of the Virgin of Guadalupe.  I have an affinity with Mary 

that grew all the stronger during the Christmas I was heavily pregnant with a much anticipated child. 

The miraculous story of her appearance in the Americas to a peasant named Juan Diego claimed 

much of my attention that year.  She is the patron saint of Mexico as well as unborn children. 

● Food--Eat some Mexican food!  Beans + rice will do the trick nicely.  It isn’t extravagance 

that marks the celebration, but attention. 

● Art--Paper Dali is a wonderful resource for liturgical art projects.  The Virgin of Guadalupe 
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playset includes the Virgin, Juan Diego, and his tilma! 

● Story--Her story is happily told in Tomie dePaola’s The Lady of Guadalupe.  You can spread it 

out over a few days if you need, as his storybooks tend to be a bit text-heavy. 
 

Lucy--December 13 
 
St Lucy Day, the final saint that we celebrate during Advent, falls immediately after Our Lady of 

Guadalupe.  At our house, St Lucy Day is anchored by Hanna’s Christmas by Melissa Peterson.  This 

delightful book tells the story of a family who has recently moved from Sweden to America.  Each 

member of the family is struggling to find their way in this new place, especially Hanna.  But then a 

magical tomten from Sweden helps her see that celebrating is what makes a house feel like home. 

Though they don’t have traditional Lucia Buns, the tomten says that toast with lingonberry jam 

tastes just as nice.  So they prepare a surprise feast of toast and tea for the family, and their work and 

love inspires the rest of the family too! 

● Food--We had lingonberry jam for the first time last year.  Instead of a jar made by a 

Swedish grandmother, ours came from Ikea! 

● Art--You can make a woven paper heart just like the one Hanna and the tomten made. 

● Story--We love the video of Melissa reading...but we always request an interlibrary loan at 

the end of November, so that we can have the book in hand at just the right time. 
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A Book for Every Day 
 

  

During Advent we open a story book each morning.  When I first heard of this tradition, it sounded 

rather extravagant.  A book to open on each day of Advent?  That’s 24 books!  Who has that many 

seasonal books or all that wrapping paper? 

Much like the Playmobil Advent calendar, these gifts-that-aren’t-really-gifts do so much to ease the 

desire and push for new stuff at Christmas.  Now that we’ve been collecting books for a few years 
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we have almost 24, but library books wrap us just as nice.  We use these books to fill our seasonal 

book basket.  Each year a different book becomes the one we return to again and again, cuddled 

together on the couch with mugs of hot cider or peppermint hot chocolate.  These stories mark out 

the season with beauty and light.  Here are a few of our favorites. 

The Nativity 

To my mind there’s no better place to start than The Nativity by Julie Vivas.  This simple book pairs 

the text of the Bethlehem story from the King James with colorful illustrations by Vivas.  Her work 

might be familiar from her wonderful books I Went Walking and Hello, Baby.  Her whimsical line and 

rich watercolors add such beauty, such humanity to the text.  And isn’t that what we are celebrating 

after all? 

Night Tree 
Another quiet favorite is Night Tree by Eve Bunting.  The story follows a family’s preparations for 

their yearly trek out to the woods to decorate a Christmas tree for the forest animals.  The 

relationships between the brother and sister and between the parents and children are warm, but still 

realistic, gentle but not overly sweet.  We usually save this book until later in the month, right 

around the Solstice.  Night Tree is a book that is open to magic and wonder and the motion of the 

Spirit.  That makes it a rare gem. 

Holly and Ivy 
We read The Story of Holly and Ivy together for the first time last December.  It’s one of those strange 

books--too long to be a proper picture book, but with more illustrations (by Barbara Cooney!) than 

chapter books normally have.  It’s perfect for reading at bedtime over a few nights.  It’s the story of 

a girl and a doll who find a true home with each other.  The toys in this book are so much more 

than simple playthings; they have a spirited relationship with their children that seems true to life. 

Carols 
The final book that I’ll highlight is a true treasure, Tomie dePaola’s Book of Christmas Carols.  We first  

got this book from the library, but after one season we knew we needed a copy of our own.  We 

loved it that much!  It’s out of print, though available used.  This thick book has all the familiar  
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(almost exclusively sacred) songs with full page illustrations by Tomie.  Elizabeth Foss created an 

inspiring set of Advent and Christmas lesson plans featuring Tomie dePaola.  Even just a dip into 

her ideas provides our family with such richness.  There are also color and cut images from Tomie’s 

own website that we love and use each year…scroll down for the most lovely nativity scene. 

 
To Dance with God 

When I lived in San Diego, I attended St Paul’s Cathedral. One week the Sunday School speaker was 

Gertrud Mueller Nelson.  She was there to tell us stories of St Nicholas, and she didn’t come empty 

handed.  She had made gingerbread cookies for us--in the shape of the bishop himself and tied with 

red ribbon.  As she handed out the cookies she told us tales in hushed, excited tones--of children 

rescued and gifts bestowed.  Her house sounded like a blessed place to grow up.  She recalled 

lighting candles on the Advent wreath each week and waiting until December 24th to decorate the 

Christmas tree.  She told of ways to approach the mystery of God with us: 

 
 

 “The ordinary becomes the container for the divine and safely holds what was uncontainable. 

The transcendent is disclosed in what is wonderfully familiar.”  

  

In To Dance with God: Family Ritual and Community Celebration, Gertrud Mueller Nelson records the 

stories from St Nicholas Day as well as celebrations from the rest of the church year.  It even has a 

recipe for gingerbread cookies! 
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         Practices 
 

 
Music Together 

Augustine said that when you sing, you pray twice.  And the first time we borrowed Tomie dePaola’s 

Book of Christmas Carols, I was convinced that this is true!  Our son Nicolas was only 18 months old. 

He didn’t talk very much, but he could search through the pictures until he found the song that he 

wanted to hear.  Then he would hand me the book and listen as I sang.  He didn’t memorize 

anything or even join in, but I am certain that he was praying.  Those songs had such an effect on 

him, and was wonderful to be a part of his experience that year. 
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(Watching Nicolas respond to the images first and then the songs inspired me to make an illustrated 

hymnal.  We call it Family Hymns.  It contains a selection of hymns of reverence and hymns of 

gratitude.  And you can print a copy for your family!  The illustrations are by Gertrud Mueller 

Nelson!) 

 
Advent and Christmas are a great time to fill the house with music.  There are carols you can sing 

yourself or maybe a child is in lessons and you will get to hear the same few lines of “Joy to the 

World” all season long!  Music does so much to change the atmosphere of the house. 

Jesse Tree 
Our Jesse Tree creations act as the spine of all our Advent work.  They provide the daily rhythm, the 

daily work that tunes our hearts.  Each day as I read the stories--from the Creation of the World to 

the Birth of Christ--the children cut and color an image from the story.  There’s the scarlet cord of 

Rahab, the sheaf of wheat from Ruth and Boaz, the shell of John the Baptist.   Much like the 

readings at the Easter Vigil, we wind our way through the Old Testament following the lineage of 

Jesus.  This is a story with twists and turns and the unexpected motion of the Spirit. 

 
We have used images from Paper Dali, and last year I discovered the (free!) printable images created 

by Nicole at Tired, Need Sleep.  What I love about Nicole’s selection is her inclusion of 

women--this is a birth story after all!  Women are central to the work of God in the world, and it 

does me good to hear that each day.  She also uses selections from the Old Testament prophets that 

help situate the coming of the long expected child.   We listen and color, and it is a practice that 

gives life. 

 
Coloring as a Spiritual Practice 

 
Coloring together is one of the highlights of each of our feast day celebrations.  Coloring opens up 

time, slows it down, creates a space for reflection.  Everyone, even the youngest child, can be 

involved, and there is very little frustration with how things turn out.  Coloring together creates a 

container for our experience.  It gives busy hands something to do as I read an extended passage.  It 

quiets the body, so that the mind is free to contemplate. 
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Can children contemplate?  I think if we give them the tools--time without rush, handwork, a 

worthy subject for their devotion and our good example--they will gravitate toward the practice. 

These moments of devotion cannot be matched. 

 
Sharing the church year with my children has given me the opportunity to grow.  Somehow when 

we are coloring together, the push and tug of life and everything that needs doing, don’t affect me so 

much.  I, too, am able to quiet myself and let the one thing necessary come into focus. 

Here are some of our favorite places to get coloring sheets: 

● Charlotte from Waltzing Matilda has created a lovely collection of hand drawn pictures for 

saint days.  Her family also knows how to celebrate, so do look around her place for 

inspiration! 

● Veronica at Paper Dali has both free resources and a few collections for sale.  We bought the 

25 Days in December set last year.  It contains Jesse Tree ornaments and saint day pages. 

But the highlight for me was a drawing of Joaquin and a very pregnant Anne thinking about 

little baby Mary! At the bottom of her sidebar there are links to “Creative Catholic Mamas,” 

another good place to look for ideas. 

● The saint card printables from Nippert & Co Artworks can be printed in color to create saint 

cards or resized and printed in black and white to create a coloring sheet.  They generously 

offer all their products at half off for homeschoolers!  We have the Faith Keepers Set (scroll 

almost to the bottom of the page). 

● We also use the lovely clip art created by Gertrud Mueller Nelson to make coloring sheets. 

The evocative black lines create chunky spaces for adding color.  There are over 700 images 

including scenes from the gospel reading.  Coloring together is an excellent way for everyone 

to use the lectionary in preparation for church. 
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Preparing a Place 
 

 

Decluttering 
  
Before Christmas arrives, it might be a good idea to declutter a bit.  The baby is coming, and it’s 

time to nest!  The school spaces that have been seeing extra use since fall, the children’s rooms that 

could use a bit of organization, the kitchen cupboards that work so much better when a bit neater, 

the landing that has become a catch-all.  That’s my list!  What does yours include? 

 

Clearing out a bit of our physical space--recycling or donating what you can and letting go of what 

you can’t--really does seem to clear out a bit of mental space too.   Instead of just worrying over  
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the lingering projects, space and energy are now free to complete them.  Christmas usually means 

new gifts, things that will need a place to be.  If your bookshelves are already overflowing, will there 

be any space for the new? 

 
This has certainly been a journey for me.  Being tidy does not come naturally.  But the benefits, the 

space and calm that come from a home that works well, have been a boon.  Here are my best tricks 

and resources: 

● A place for everything….and everything in its place.  Make sure that things have a home 

(and that they make it back there occasionally!) Then, it’s so much easier to clean up.  It’s not 

just moving piles around anymore.  It’s also been helpful to have a temporary box stashed 

somewhere out of sight to hold things that don’t need a permanent home. 

● Creating morning and evening routines.  Things run more smoothly when I don’t have to 

decide if I’ll run the dishwasher.  When the table is cleared after dinner and dishes started 

most every night, we’re ready for the next day and I am much more at peace. 

● Mystie from Simplified Organization offers a free email course called Declutter Your Head. 

Maybe working through this series in November would help you greet Advent with an open 

heart and clear counters. 

● Joshua Becker posted a wonderful article called Staging Your House for Living.  These are 

big ideas that will take some doing, but the vision he casts is life changing. 

● Maybe Apartment Therapy or FlyLady might help…or perhaps the lovely, inspirational book 

Keeping House: The Litany of Everyday Life by Margaret Kim Peterson. 

 
The Calendar 

No matter how simple your Advent plan, you can’t just plop it down on top of all the other things 

you do each day.  You might be able to pull it off for a few weeks, but is it sustainable?  Are comfort 

and joy being protected?  

 
Before Advent begins, you have to make space--real space for it--on your calendar.  You have to 

think about the one essential thing.  For us that means that school gets scaled back, or at least  

refocused.  We don’t do any of our regular reading or projects, using the Jesse Tree work as  
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our spine instead.  Our memorization work will be put toward learning carols, and our arts and 

crafts will be focused in a new way.  Here are a few other ways to keep the calendar under control. 

● Buy gifts ahead of time.  Avoid the mall...except to buy yourself an eggnog latte!  The 

internet is your friend.  Shipping fees are a small price to pay to avoid that busy, loud, 

crazy-making, last minute trip to the mall. 

● Can any of your obligations be pushed into double duty?  If you are going to bake, can it be 

tied into a saint day celebration? 

●  Just say no.  Give yourself the gift of time.  Let yourself prepare.  Let yourself rest. 

 
Margin 

The single biggest help to ordering our days aright has been including margin as a part of our 

rhythm--a space for shoes to be lost and found, for people to be sick or grumpy, a little extra time 

just to breathe. 

 
And really the image of the breath can be so helpful here: in and out.  A time for motion and 

stillness. A time for noise and quiet.  A time for togetherness and solitude.  A time for doing and 

being.  A time for action and rest. 

 
As you plan for both states, Advent becomes a time of true rest and preparation instead of an 

endless bunch of obligations that leave you harried and ready for Christmas to be finished before the 

baby’s even come. 

One Thing 
One more small--but not minor--piece of advice.  This idea comes from Julie Bogart at Brave 

Writer.  Imagine you’ve been keeping Advent.  The month started well, but a few weeks in, 

inspiration and interest are waning.  You don’t feel like abandoning the whole project, but Christmas 

is still ten long days away.  What can you do?  Simply, wholeheartedly, do one thing!  Julie outlines a 

four step process for choosing and finishing your one thing: 

● Prepare--Perfect for Advent!  Pick one, just one thing, from your list of celebration ideas 

and get everything prepared.  Buy supplies to make marshmallows or find all the Christmas 
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storybooks and put them together in a basket by the couch or find out what time the 

Christmas Eve service starts.  Get all of your supplies and information ready, so that when 

the time comes, you are ready. 

● Execute--Wake up in the morning and do what you have planned.  Don’t allow distractions 

to carry you away. 

● Enjoy--This one is transformational!  Be present.  Enjoy the experience: taste the 

peppermint, watch the lights, color and read right alongside.  Attend to your children as they 

attend to what you have planned. 

● Reminisce--Here’s the Ignatian influence coming out!  After the experience, talk about it. 

Enjoy it again together.  Think of one thing that went right (or didn’t!) and thank God for 

being present in your life. 
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Circle of the Sun

 
The preparations are complete, and all the candles in the wreath are lit!  For the last four weeks 

we’ve been keeping Advent together, but really this is only the beginning of the Church’s year. 

Christmas arrives as Advent comes to a close.  The baby is here!  Savor the twelve rich days after 

Christmas. It seems like the days between Christmas and New Year’s Eve are time outside of time. 
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On January 6th, Twelfth Night welcomes the traveling magi and ushers in the season of Epiphany. 

Where will God appear in your life? 

Candlemas, or the Feast of the Presentation, falls on February 12. This feast commemorates the 

presentation of Jesus in the temple 40 days after his birth.  Luke 2 records the Song of Simeon. 

Soon enough signs of Spring will be coming, but first we will travel the 40 days of Lent. Simple, 

quiet, reflection--these are the hallmarks of the season. Sounds a bit like Advent. 

At Easter the Alleluia returns.  We kept a holy Lent for 40 days, but we will be celebrating Easter for 

50 days! Ascension Day, and ten days later, the coming of the Spirit at Pentecost. Glory! 

After Easter, the long season of Ordinary Time unfolds. Summer and Fall hold such rich saint days: 

St John the Baptist on Midsummer’s Day and St Anne, patron saint of all homeschooling mamas, on 

July 26th.  

 In September Michaelmas marks the beginning of the new school term, and we celebrate St Jerome 

and all grumpy scholars on September 30th.  

October 4th sees the blessing of the animals on St Francis Day. That brings us back around to All 

Hallows and All Saints.  

Then on November 11th St Martin comes riding on his white horse, marking the beginning of 

Winter and another year of keeping Advent. 
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Kortney Garrison keeps Advent with her family in Portland, Oregon. 

You can read more at her blog called  

One Deep Drawer. 
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