
Decluttering for Christmas
By Kathleen Long Bostrom

Presbyterians Today  |  2014 Advent Calendar





Bring out the boxes! Unpack the ornaments, lights, wrapping 
paper, candles, and wreaths! It’s time for the pre-Christmas 

clutter!
The excitement and anticipation of Christmas fill our Advent 

thoughts to overflowing. We fill our schedules and homes to 
overflowing as well, making Advent full of stress and exhausting. 

Our minds turn to family drama and anticipated conflicts; to lists 
of gifts and the money we don’t have but will spend anyway; to 
work schedules and worries for the new year; to news of violence 
in the world; to the rest we crave but won’t find. What we should be 
doing—praying, going to church, laughing with family, and serving 
alongside the poor in our community—may feel like yet more 
chores cluttering our lives, more tedious tasks to be checked off the 
endless to-do list.

This year, let’s take a different approach. In the spirit of spring 
cleaning, let’s do an Advent cleaning and use the four weeks 
leading up to Christmas as a time of uncluttering, of emptying our 
schedules, homes, and hearts.

May this be the Advent when we intentionally make room for the 
Christ child, so that as we sing, “Let every heart prepare him room,” 
we will indeed have done just that.

Note: Each week of this Advent calendar features passages from a different 
book of the Bible. In each of the first three weeks, the passages for Monday 
through Saturday provide a chance to reflect on the biblical passage for 
Sunday in more detail. Biblical passages for the final week focus on the 
Christmas story in Luke 1.
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Sunday, November 30

New Year’s resolutions
Isaiah 40

As the first day of Advent, today is the first 
day of the new year in the church calendar. 
The beginning of a new year leads us to think 
about New Year’s resolutions.

Let’s resolve to spend these next four 
weeks decluttering both literally and 
spiritually by emptying space in our homes 
and hearts to make room for the coming of 
the Christ child. 

Begin with choosing to let go of a usual 
pre-Christmas task, a tradition that is no 
longer fulfilling, or the frenzy of overloading 
on decorations, cookies, and gifts.

Think of a specific resolution: 
I hereby resolve to

___________________________________.

Now take a deep breath and begin, first 
reading this passage of comfort from God 
through the prophet Isaiah to a people long 
weary.

God of Advent, thank you for a new year, a 
new beginning. Help me make space in my 
life for the coming of your Son.

First Week of Advent



Tuesday, December 2

Mowing the lawn
Isaiah 40:6–11

In some parts of the country, lawn mowing is 
a spring and summer activity. It feels good to 
get outside and mow a lawn after shoveling 
snow for months. 

Whether or not you have a lawn to mow, 
there are other tasks that take up our time, 
that need to be done over and over again: 
making beds, washing dishes, doing laundry. 
Life includes a series of repetitive chores that 
are important but can get in the way of more 
essential uses of our time.

Isaiah reminds us that grass withers and 
flowers fade but one thing stands forever: the 
Word of God. Be sure to fit a little Bible time 
into your busy schedule this Advent, even if it 
means leaving the dishes in the sink for a few 
extra minutes.

O eternal God, your holy Word is a treasure!

Monday, December 1

Be the answer to prayer
Isaiah 40:1–5

We pray for grieving people to be comforted, 
for the ailing to be healed, for the lonely to 
feel loved, for the lost to find their way. These 
prayers may be heartfelt, but we can take 
them a step further: by being the answer to 
these prayers.

“Comfort, O comfort my people, says your 
God.” Lend a comforting shoulder to the 
mother mourning the loss of her child. Offer 
to drive the man on dialysis to his treatment, 
and stay and talk with him awhile. Invite the 
widower to dinner. Listen, without judgment, 
to the friend who has lost her faith.

We can all be an answer to somebody’s 
prayer, even our own.

God of comfort, may I be the answer to 
someone’s prayer today.

Wednesday, December 3

A drop in the bucket
Isaiah 40:12–17

Before God even created light, there was 
water: “a wind from God swept over the face 
of the waters” (Gen. 1:2). Or as Isaiah writes, 
God “measured the waters in the hollow of 
his hand” (Isa. 40:12). Water has always been 
necessary for life on this earth.

We waste a lot of water: letting the faucets 
run while we wash our faces, taking long 
showers, leaving glasses of water on the 
table when we eat out. Decluttering our lives 
includes being mindful about the need to take 
care of the precious natural resources that are 
gifts from God.

Turn off the faucet. Shorten your shower. 
Decline that glass of water at the restaurant 
unless you plan to drink it. Think about and 
pray for the people who live without the 
conveniences that we take for granted. 

Make me mindful, O God, of those who thirst 
for the water I have in abundance.



Thursday, December 4

The rule of 100
Isaiah 40:18–20

A woman downsizing into a much smaller 
home decided to use the “rule of 100” and 
reduce her total number of possessions to 
100. Try counting the number of kitchen items 
you have and you’ll soon discover how small 
a number 100 can be. The more we cling to 
things we don’t need, the more they become 
idols that draw our attention from God.

The rule of 100, if adjusted a bit, is a good 
rule. Do you use all those utensils, gadgets, 
clothes? Get rid of at least a few, and next time 
you’re shopping or making your Christmas list, 
you might decide you really don’t need what 
looks irresistible in a catalog. Swap gadgets 
with friends. Share larger culinary purchases 
with neighbors or family, or do without. 
Exchange clothes with someone your size. 

A reverse rule of 100 would be to get rid of 
100 items and give them to charity. Chances 
are you won’t miss them, and someone 
else may receive something he or she really 
needed.

My greatest need is you, God of my life. Teach 
me to live with open hands, passing along 
your gifts as I welcome you, the Giver.

Saturday, December 6

Advent exhaustion
Isaiah 40:27–31

The Advent season is exhausting—all the 
traditions to be checked off, the Christmas 
preparations that seem to begin earlier 
each year, the store shelves stocked 
with enticements. Even before reaching 
Thanksgiving, we’re busy planning for 
Christmas. By the time the packages are open 
on December 25, we’re too tired to think!

Recognizing how exhausting Advent can 
be, make time in your schedule for rest. 
Try to get a good night’s sleep as often as 
possible. Put your feet up for 10 minutes when 
you get home from work or after dinner. If 
your evenings are always too full, get up 10 
minutes early and sit by yourself with a cup of 
tea. Make time for rejuvenation.

Say yes to resting in God’s arms, letting 
God’s love lift you on eagle’s wings.

O God, you neither faint nor grow weary. 
Renew now the strength of those who wait for 
you.

Friday, December 5

Starry night
Isaiah 40:21–26

During Advent we often encounter stars 
and references to stars—stars on Christmas 
trees, stars in Christmas cards, references to 
the biblical star of Bethlehem. Still, it is easy 
to miss the stars that sparkle overhead every 
night of the year. Even when the clouds 
obscure them, the stars are there.

God “stretches out the heavens like a 
curtain,” and that curtain is abounding with 
stars. We should marvel every night at the 
lights of the nocturnal sky. Pause and look 
out the window, or raise your vision skyward 
before you come in the door at night, and look 
for the stars. Remember that they are there 
whether visible or not. 

Maker of the stars in the heavens, thank you 
for the beauty of a starry night.



Sunday, December 7

Joyful, joyful, we adore 
thee!
Psalm 145

Every verse in Psalm 145 exudes joy. The 
author reviews God’s works and God’s 
abundant goodness, breaking forth in joyful 
praise.

Joy is a central theme of Advent, and it is 
worth pondering. What makes you joyful? 
Thinking about what brings you joy, saying 
thank you, and praising God are great ways 
to clear the clutter of anxiety, frustration, 
tension, and sadness.

Write your own psalm of joy, even if it is 
only a few sentences. Begin this second week 
of Advent in praise of the living God, who is 
made known in the Christ for whom we wait.

I praise you with my whole heart, you who 
brings joy to my life!

Second Week of Advent



Tuesday, December 9

Leaving an inheritance
Psalm 145:3–4

These two verses remind us what’s at stake 
in our call to be good stewards of this earth. 
If the next generation is to enjoy God’s works 
and declare the mighty acts of God, we must 
preserve the beauty of this wonderful world. 

One way to do this is to recycle. Cut down 
on waste by recycling plastic, glass, aluminum 
cans, and paper. Recycle books by trading 
them with friends. Recycle clothes and 
accessories by giving nice items to someone 
else to use. 

My friends Leah and Mick Bradley made 
a commitment, for instance, to reuse 
objects, including items often thrown away 
or considered junk, and to make beautiful 
new items from discards. Leah’s website, 
makingsomethingofit.com, chronicles their 
projects and adventures. Perhaps they can 
inspire you do to likewise—to make good use 
of old objects rather than to spend money on 
new ones.

Children and adults can all get involved. 
Preserving the earth is for all ages!

Creator God, I want to do my part by 
protecting your world for future generations.

Monday, December 8

Indulging occasionally 
Psalm 145:1–2

Consumerism can become an easy fix for our 
everyday problems. Do you reward yourself 
with a shopping spree because you had a bad 
day at work? Does your child get a toy with 
each doctor’s appointment or every good 
grade? 

An occasional reward doesn’t hurt, but 
rewards mean more if they are infrequent. 
Did you have a bad day at work? Remember 
something good in your life and give thanks 
for that, just as the psalmist invites us to praise 
God’s name. 

Did your child behave at the doctor’s 
office? Show your appreciation through 
words of praise. Gratitude and praise don’t 
cost anything but are worth far more than an 
unneeded purchase or a toy that will soon be 
cast off.

I give thanks for you and praise your name, my 
Savior.

Wednesday, December 10

Daily reflection
Psalm 145:5–7

Meditation can take many forms. And you 
don’t have to visit a spiritual retreat center to 
learn how to do it.

The daily examen is a form of prayerful 
reflection devised by Ignatius of Loyola, 
who founded the Jesuits in the 1500s. The 
examen has been adapted many times 
over the centuries but is basically a way to 
focus, or meditate, on the day that is ending 
and to prepare for the day to come (see 
ignatianspirituality.com/the-examen).

At the end of each day, clear away the 
mental and emotional clutter by sitting 
quietly. Wait on God, who always precedes us 
(see Ps. 139:7–12). Think back over the day in 
a spirit of gratitude. Choose one feature from 
the day and pray about it. Look forward to 
tomorrow.

Meditative prayer clears the mind and soul, 
and is far better than lying awake counting 
sheep!

“On the glorious splendor of your majesty, and 
on your wondrous works, I will meditate.”



Friday, December 12

Be fair
Psalm 145:13–17

In our culture, buying and receiving gifts is 
an integral part of the holidays. Gift giving 
has not always been part of Advent, but it is 
difficult to get away from it nowadays.

Along with cutting down the number of 
presents you buy, be mindful about the places 
where you purchase your gifts. Try to support 
small businesses. Shop for fair-trade items. 

Fair-trade products come from 
disadvantaged communities. The workers who 
make the products, from food to clothing, are 
fairly compensated for their work. In many 
instances, sales of fair-trade products have 
benefited entire communities. 

Check the website fairtradeusa.org to learn 
more about fair-trade products. Help God lift 
up those who are bowed down.

You are “just in all your ways.” Teach us, O 
Lord, to walk in your steps—to promote 
fairness and uphold justice.

Thursday, December 11

Letting go of anger
Psalm 145:8–12

Anger: the emotion that keeps on giving—
giving away our energy, that is.

Anger is sometimes justified and can 
spur us to speak out against injustice and 
wrongdoing. But often anger clogs up our 
spirit and ties us up in knots. Learning to let 
go of anger when it is eating you alive opens 
up space in your spirit for more positive 
emotions, such as gratitude and joy.

The psalmist reminds us that God is 
“gracious and merciful, slow to anger and 
abounding in steadfast love” (Ps. 145:8). The 
adage about counting to 10 before you lose 
your cool might not be such a bad idea. 
Count to 50 if you have to! And then count 
backwards, slowly releasing your breath and 
the anger that has bound you.

Let me release the anger that clutters my soul 
and turn it over to you, merciful Lord.

Saturday, December 13

Talking to loved ones  
the old-fashioned way
Psalm 145:18–21

Have you noticed that phones these days do 
everything from providing an endless array of 
games to serving as alarm clocks? We use our 
cell phones for just about everything except 
making phone calls! 

Texting and email are great ways to keep 
in touch, but so is a phone call, a handwritten 
letter, or a visit with a loved one. In a 
multitasking world, it is an increasingly rare joy 
to sit down with a friend and give that person 
your whole attention.

Cut back on the clutter of cards and 
technology by making phone calls to the 
people you love. Imagine the joy on your 
loved one’s face when he or she picks up the 
phone and you are the caller on the other end 
of the line.

Making phone calls may take more time in 
the long run than sending a mass email, but 
isn’t it worth it?

O God, you are “near to all who call.” I am 
grateful that there are people in my life who 
love me.



Sunday, December 14

Being generous and 
joyful
Romans 12:9–21

Romans 12 outlines what it means to have 
new life in Christ. It’s easier said than done! 

Advent and the Christmas season may be 
overhyped and commercialized to the nth 
degree, but this time of year also encourages 
us to give, be joyful, and reach out to family 
and friends as well as to those who are in 
need. Generosity and kindness abound. 
Advent encourages us to be hopeful, to look 
toward the future with anticipation instead 
of dread.

As we continue to clear the clutter from 
our hearts and homes, focus this week on 
displaying these traits that mark those who 
believe Christ has come into the world and 
will come again one day.

Holy infant, almighty God, fill my heart with 
the hope of Advent.

Third Week of Advent



Tuesday, December 16

Keeping silence
Romans 12:11–12

There is a time to keep silence, and a time 
to speak, as we’ve read many times in 
Ecclesiastes (3:7). During the Advent season, 
keeping silence may not happen very often.

Keeping silence is more than just turning 
off sounds. Keeping silence requires more 
intention.

As an Advent discipline, take 10 minutes 
each day to sit in silence. Turn off electronic 
devices, especially cell phones. Turn the lights 
down and close your eyes. Breathe deeply. 
Listen carefully. What sounds do you hear that 
you normally miss? The ticking of a clock? The 
furnace kicking on? A car on the road? The 
sigh of your faithful dog?

Keeping silence is a form of prayer, a 
stillness that encourages patience.

I thank you, God, for quiet and for the gentle 
sounds that are signs of life.

Monday, December 15

Decorating with people
Romans 12:9–10

The year my father was diagnosed with liver 
cancer, he came to stay with us for three 
weeks over Christmas while he recovered from 
chemotherapy. Taking care of Dad trumped 
my usual decorating frenzy. 

I had no time to prepare for our annual 
Advent open house. When the day arrived, 
no decorating had been done. My daughter 
and I took my collection of angel figurines and 
placed them around the house with candles, 
and that was enough. As our house filled with 
people, nobody cared that there weren’t more 
decorations. People took time to sit with my 
ailing father and to visit with one another, and 
it was wonderful.

I think of that Advent as the year I decorated 
my house with people, and it will always be 
one of the most meaningful Advents of my 
life.

Dispense with some of the decorating 
stress this year, and decorate your house with 
people. In doing so, you honor God as well as 
God’s beloved children.

O God, my soul’s desire, decorate my heart and 
home with your love.

Wednesday, December 17

Tiny house, big heart
Romans 12:13–14

For many households in North America, at 
least half of one salary is needed to pay the 
mortgage. A counterpoint to that reality is the 
tiny house movement, motivated by not just 
the high cost of housing but also a desire to 
use fewer resources and be free of the upkeep 
that a larger house requires. (See thetinylife 
.com.)

Even if we don’t have tiny houses, we can 
show environmental concern in simple ways. 
Use cleaning products that are biodegradable. 
Install a thermostat that regulates heating and 
cooling efficiently. Resist the urge to fill every 
nook and cranny with things. 

In making your home more environmentally 
friendly, remember social hospitality too. 
Make your home a place where people are 
welcome. We are called to extend hospitality 
to strangers as well as to family and friends. 
That’s important in every season, not only 
during Advent.

Lord of all the earth, I promise to be a better 
steward of your creation and to make my 
home a welcoming place.



Fourth Week of Advent

Friday, December 19

When feelings are hurt
Romans 12:17–18

It’s inevitable that we will hurt the feelings 
of people we truly care about at one time or 
another. It works the other way as well, and 
we end up being the one whose feelings have 
been injured.

What is your first response? A desire for 
revenge? A refusal to let go and move on? An 
inclination to abandon the relationship? Our 
spirit quickly becomes cluttered with all kinds 
of unhappy feelings.

Time to declutter!
Reach out to the person who hurt you and 

kindly say how you have been distressed since 
that encounter. Suggest that you both clear 
the air and start over. If the other person is 
receptive, you can start to move beyond the 
hurt. If not, know that you have spoken the 
truth in love and hand your hurt over to God.

May I be an instrument of your peace in all 
situations.

Thursday, December 18

Sharing hope
Romans 12:15–16

Throughout the country, countless local 
programs provide emergency shelter to the 
homeless. And yet each night many still have 
no secure place to lay their head.

Even if your congregation doesn’t participate 
in one of these programs, you can still reach 
out to neighbors who have no home. Here are 
a few ideas: purchase fast-food gift cards and 
donate them to a local shelter so that people 
living on the streets can at least have a hot 
cup of coffee, a simple meal, and a warm place 
to be for a few hours; buy pairs of tube socks 
and fill them with a bottle of water and a few 
snack bars and have folks keep these in their 
cars to hand out when someone on the street 
asks for help; and collect household items for 
shelters to give when a family who has been 
homeless moves into transitional housing. 
Add public advocacy in their behalf: for 
affordable housing, for fair wages, for access 
to mental health care and job training.

Use your imagination, and get all ages 
involved. Teach your children how to give and 
not just to receive, and they will receive the 
great gift of sharing God’s love.

You, my Savior, walked with the poor. Guide 
me to the people and places where I can bring 
hope to others this Advent.

Saturday, December 20

Forgiving and moving 
forward
Romans 12:19–21

This passage in Romans is not so much about 
hoping that God’s wrath will rain down 
upon the people who have injured us but 
about turning our lives over to God, leaving 
judgment to the All-Knowing, and letting go 
the “burning coals” of vengeance that scorch 
us as much as they do our enemy. 

Actor and movie director Tyler Perry once 
said: “When you haven’t forgiven those who’ve 
hurt you, you turn your back against your 
future. When you do forgive, you start walking 
forward.”

Forgiveness does not mean condoning 
what others have done. It means that you are 
not going to drag the hurt and pain with you. 
You forgive, in part, so that you can let go and 
move forward. It may not be easy, but it keeps 
others from defining who you are. 

Above all, remember that you are the child 
of a living and loving God. 

Teach me, O God, to forgive and to accept my 
place as your child.



Sunday, December 21

Do not be afraid
Luke 1:26–33

We do not know all that much about Mary, 
the mother of Jesus. We first meet her when 
the angel taps her on the shoulder and says: 
“Greetings, favored one! The Lord is with you” 
(Luke 1:28). Before she says a word, the angel 
reassures her: “Do not be afraid, Mary” (Luke 
1:30). It’s what angels are often heard saying 
in the Bible. Do not be afraid.

But life brings us many reasons to be 
afraid. Fear of the unknown and of the 
known both conspire to shackle us. 

What are you afraid of? Imagine an angel 
whispering in your ear, “Do not be afraid.” 
Breathe those words in and out when you 
find yourself fearful. Let the Spirit of Christ 
breathe calm into your soul.

When I am afraid, God, give me your peace 
that surpasses all understanding. 

Fourth Week of Advent
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Wednesday, December 24

Magnifying glass
Luke 1:46–56

It’s finally here—Christmas Eve! Can Advent 
be coming to a close already? There is still so 
much to do! Where did the time go?

Hopefully, you’ve been spending this 
Advent cleaning the clutter from your heart 
and home. Whatever still needs to be done, 
whatever hasn’t been accomplished, just let it 
go. Let it go and enjoy this glorious day.

Mary’s words of praise fill the air. “My soul 
magnifies the Lord,” she proclaims. And when 
it comes to tasks yet undone, Mary had a 
doozy: she was pregnant and yet still not 
married. Nothing was going as planned, but it 
was OK because God was working in her life.

To magnify means both to glorify and to 
make larger. Let this be your task today: with 
your words, your praise, your whole body and 
soul, glorify God and make God’s presence 
larger. Be a magnifying glass for God, so others 
can recognize the amazing miracle that is 
about to happen: the birth of our Savior, Jesus 
Christ.

May I glorify you, my Savior, and make your 
presence known through my words and 
actions, today and every day!

Christmas Eve
Tuesday, December 23

Creative gift wrap
Luke 1:41–45

The time preceding a baby’s birth is a time 
of preparation. When pregnant Mary arrives, 
Elizabeth’s child, still in her womb, leaps for 
joy, and Elizabeth blesses Mary. There’s no 
richly packaged present; just the joy on the 
face of a friend.

When the Magi prepared the gifts that they 
brought to honor the Christ child, chances are 
they also didn’t spend a lot of money or time 
on gift wrap.

The amount of wrapping paper we use as a 
nation each Christmas is mind-boggling:  
4 million tons of wrapping paper and shopping 
bags, according to the Clean Air Council. 
Pretty paper and ribbons are fun, but there are 
ways to scale back on the amount we use.

Lena uses scarves as wrapping paper, and 
the recipient receives that extra gift. Becky 
cuts old scraps of paper and pastes them to 
boxes like mosaics, and the boxes are both 
beautiful and reused time and again. Peggy 
wraps her gifts in brown paper and string, 
while Kate and her children make potato 
prints on butcher paper. Your creativity will be 
appreciated. 

Remind me, God, that the best gifts come from 
the heart.

Monday, December 22

Christmas presence
Luke 1:34–40

After Mary finishes her discussion with the 
angel and accepts the angel’s announcement, 
she heads for the hills to visit her relative 
Elizabeth. Mary needs to talk to someone who 
understands. And having been told by the 
angel that Elizabeth—so long barren—is also 
pregnant, Mary may suspect Elizabeth also 
needs someone who can listen.

During this gift-giving season, give the gift 
of your time. “Free time?” you may ask. “How 
can this be?” Find it. Give up a few hours of 
shopping or cleaning or playing electronic 
games and use this time to reach out to 
someone who needs a little understanding. 

Mary didn’t bring presents when she visited 
Elizabeth. She brought something even 
better: the gift of her presence. It is the gift of 
the heart that matters most.

Lord, let me never be so busy that I cannot give 
another person the gift of my time.



Thursday, December 25

Keeping Christmas
Luke 1:76–79

In Charles Dickens’s classic story A Christmas 
Carol, after Ebenezer Scrooge survives visits 
from the three ghosts, he is a changed man. 
Dickens writes: “It was always said of him, that 
he knew how to keep Christmas well. . . . May 
that be truly said of us, and all of us.” 

Hopefully, during this Advent journey, we 
have all learned to clear the clutter, at least 
some of it, so that we can make room for the 
holy child. The Gospel of Luke tells us that 
Jesus was born in a manger because “there 
was no place for them in the inn” (2:7). Now, as 
Christ is born yet again into the world, maybe 
he will find a bit more space in the inn. 

Joy to the world, for the dawn from on high 
has broken upon us; the light shines in the 
darkness. May we, like Ebenezer Scrooge, keep 
the hope, joy, love, and peace of Christmas in 
our hearts all year long.

Merry Christmas! And as Tiny Tim so 
eloquently said, “God bless us, every one!”

With an open heart and home, I make room 
for your arrival, my Savior.

Christmas Day



Author
Kathleen Long Bostrom is a full-time writer and teaching elder in the  
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). She has authored more than three dozen books, 
most of them for young children. With books published in 17 languages, 
Kathleen was named a 2013 Distinguished Alumna of Princeton Theological 
Seminary and the 2014 David Steele Distinguished Writer, a prestigious award 
bestowed by the Presbyterian Writers Guild.

Scripture quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible.

Reprints
A limited number of reprints are available. Single copy, $4; 2–9 copies, $3 each; 
10–99 copies, $2 each; 100–249 copies, $1.65 each; 250 or more, $1.25 each, plus 
shipping and handling. Call 800-524-2612 and ask for PDS 17116-14-012.

Order online at pcusa.org/today.

Copyright © 2014. All rights reserved.
PDS 17116-14-012
Presbyterians Today
Presbyterian Mission Agency, Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)

Decluttering for Christmas
By Kathleen Long Bostrom

Presbyterians Today  |  2014 Advent Calendar


