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ere in South Africa, Christmas is celebrated in various ways

depending on the cultural background of the people you are with.

We have celebrated with Portuguese, Afrikaans, and Pedi families,

each having their own distinct traditions, over the past decade.
Each one has similarities to the way we celebrated Christmas back in Texas with an
emphasis on food and family, but also had the cultural elements which made them
each unique. For instance, Portuguese culture traditionally serves Bacalao, or cod
fish. The Afrikaans culture enjoyed savory pies and cakes. The Pedi culture enjoys
a traditional meal called seven colors which is, as it sounds, various dishes of
different color vegetables like beets and pumpkin with a meat of course. One huge
difference is the heat! Christmas in summer is definitely something we had to get
used to. Where we are located, we will never see the traditional American idea of a
white Christmas as temps are commonly over 100 degrees in December.

In the Pedi culture, which we live among now, Christmas has very little
commercial emphasis. Decorations and such are not common. The most
anticipated tradition is the new set of “Christmas clothes” that is customarily given
to be worn on Christmas Day. Often if any other gifts are given, children receive
stationary school supplies for the upcoming school year that begins in January, or
new school shoes, if their families can afford to do this.

Last year we were blessed to be able to make relationships with local farmers
in the area through agricultural discipleship programs. Through these relationships
we had an opportunity to purchase watermelons for the community as well as
distribute Bibles and tracts to the field workers and pray with them. It was such
a blessing to see people’s faces light up to receive a Bible and tract for Christmas!
Our area is quite poor so a watermelon is a luxury not many can afford. We drove
around gifting the watermelons to those we could with our sons and even sharing
some pre cut pieces with all we passed on the hot summer day. Driving around the
village to all the local church members and community members that we had built
a relationship with helped us to make new connections and share the Good News
of Jesus. We kept a few watermelons back to have with some of our friends and
ministry partners at our first Christmas Day Barbecue as well.

Even in our home, we try to not live in such a way that would contrast us as
separated from our local people. Even in the exchange of gifts we have adopted
the same emphasis as the people around us with a new set of Christmas clothes
and maybe a book. We have seen that, more than giving items we can have to
enjoy for a short time that later we forget about and collect dust, the people here
prefer to build memories that will last and build familial bonds. We saw this in our
children being part of the watermelon gift giving. It was very special and made a
great impact on them as well as those they gave to. Service unto the Lord together
as family is one way we would recommend to celebrate the birth of our Savior.
Though our home will no longer be seen adorned with a big tree and ornaments,
decorations on every surface, or advent calendars with treats like it was when we
were in the States, it is still full of Christmas cheer. The purpose of the season is not
to fill a home with stuff but to fill hearts with the truth of Christmas and the Gift
God freely gives in Jesus.
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n the Southeast Asian country we serve in, Christmas is generally not preceded Unlike in America and Canada, which have a very family focused orientation during
by a whole month of festive decorations, parties and gatherings. Instead, the Christian holidays, Christmas Day is almost a full day event at your local church. It
people that decorate might put up a few decorations only the week before includes a regular service with Christmas songs and a message, followed by a children’s
Christmas Day at the earliest. Exchanging gifts on Christmas is also still a very program, a talent show by any congregation members that would like to sing or dance

new concept, and the people that do adopt this Western tradition may just gift one or two and concludes with a luncheon and conversation.

small presents. The lunch provided is usually a specially seasoned rice with nuts, raisins, and peas

Once Christmas Day arrives, ladies will generally dress up in this culture’s traditional mixed in it. The rice is served alongside various side dishes such as curried fish, curried
dress, known as a ‘sari’ or at least wear a fancy dress. Likewise, the men will also dress up chicken, a lentil soup, spiced vegetables, and sweet yogurt with fruit.

by wearing a nice suit.

During this season, our family has generally hosted a Christmas party for both
G 5 R % e foreigners and locals, including some of our Hindu friends.
R - o w. " This has been a great chance for them to enjoy the company
' : of believers and hear the good news again in a fun, low-
pressure environment. We have also invited Hindus to
the church celebration on Christmas Day as a ministry
outreach. Each year we have also baked gingerbread
cookies and gifted them to our neighbors, attaching a Bible
verse about the birth of the Savior to each bag.

Although most people do not celebrate the Christmas
holiday, there has definitely been an increase in Christmas
decorations and other various holiday merchandise, as
shop owners have taken advantage of the increased demand
by foreigners and the growing population of Christians.
However, this does not mean they understand what
Christmas is about, who Jesus is, or why we celebrate.

One hilarious Christmas-themed story was relayed to
me by one Canadian friend:

While in the market one day shopping for a tree skirt
to accessorize her tree, my slightly plump friend entered
the shop and started looking at the various tree skirts
available. Noticing they were a bit too big for the small tree
she had at home, my friend asked the owner, “Do you have
any smaller than this?”

While slipping the tree skirt over her shoulders, the
owner said, “It's no problem, this will fit you better.” She
then strutted a pose as if modeling a poncho.

My friend started to laugh and said, “What do you
think this is?”

“A shawl,” the lady replied.

Needless to say they had a good laugh and my friend
did not find the right skirt for her tree, but she was able to
share about the birth of Jesus Christ our Lord!

Praise God for all the opportunities he gives us to
share his love with others, even the most ridiculous or
unexpected.
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hristmas in the

Philippines begins

with the “-ber”

months—September,
October, November, and December.
On September 1 you will see
Christmas trees in the malls and hear
Christmas music in grocery stores,
markets, and shopping centers. We
are amazed that Christmas is not the
most celebrated of the holidays, but
the most celebrated is New Years.
New Year’s Day is celebrated bigger
and louder with lots of fireworks!
And of course, the roasted pig!

Several years ago, Christmas
became such a lonely time for
us, so instead of sitting around
brooding and missing our family,
Doug and I began a Christmas bag
ministry for the tribal children
up in the mountains. Thanks to
some wonderful people in the US
who donate school supplies, toys,
clothing, and candy for the children
and with the help of our staff, we
distribute Christmas bags to the
impoverished indigenous village
families. We share the Christmas
story with them and talk to them
about what Christmas represents,
then present the gift bags to each
child.

The number has grown from 60 our first year to 400 now. It is never easy to travel
up the mountains. In the past, we have traveled there in Doug’s WWII Army jeep and
motorbikes. The past two years, because of the rains and bad roads, we had to hire a
driver and a sugar cane truck to take us through the cane fields and jungles up to the top
of the mountain to deliver the Christmas bags and sacks of rice for the families. Oh, what
fun it is to ride! Bumpy, muddy, and HOT, but an incredible adventure! It is an amazing
blessing to be able to be the hands and feet of Jesus at this time of the year! It makes
Christmas for us! This is what it is all about!

At the Bible College, the students, staff, and faculty enjoy drawing names for gifts.
The Ilonggo word for it is “Manito Manita” During our annual Christmas party, we sing
Christmas songs, then each person stands up and gives clues to whose name they drew,
and the others try to guess who it is. It becomes a game! They then announce who it is,

and that person comes up to receive their gift. They then repeat the process with whose
name they have drawn. It takes a very long time, especially when you have 60-80 people,
but they love it and have so much fun with it. There is much clapping and laughter. They
are not in a hurry and are “in the moment.”

In our neighborhood, the children will get together and go door to door singing
Christmas carols. They put their hands out or have a can for you to give them money. We
give them money and sometimes give them a snack, which puts a smile on their faces.

Because of the need for us to be here the entire school year, we are never at home at
Christmas. Many years ago, we began the tradition of having Christmas with our family
in May when we return to the US on furlough. “Christmas in May” has become a family
tradition with a Christmas tree, presents, and Christmas food! The grandchildren and
great grands love it because they get to enjoy two Christmases a year!

Christmas as a missionary has changed from being a lonely time to a joy-filled time!
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SPREADING THE GOSPEL: HOW LIFEWORD PARTNERS
SHARE THE TRUE MEANING OF CHRISTMAS WORLDWIDE

By Emily Brantley
Lifeword
lifeword.org

hristmas—the season of joy, lights, and giving. Is there anything more festivities, making it an ideal time for Bro. Hayford and his team to share the Gospel
magical than this time of year? The chill in the air, festive trees, twinkling through their outreach events.
lights, and presents fill our hearts with excitement. But beyond the Whether in the Philippines, Lebanon, Ghana, or here in the U.S., one thing remains
sparkle, Christmas offers a deeper, transformative opportunity. After all, constant: hearts are more open to hearing about Jesus during the Christmas season.
it’s not just the most beloved holiday; it’s the most celebrated one worldwide. Lifeword and its partners recognize this special window of opportunity to introduce
This global celebration is rooted in the birth of Jesus Christ, the Messiah. Yet, people to the true meaning of Christmas—the birth of Christ and the salvation He offers
what’s fascinating is how Christmas is embraced by both Christians and non-Christians to all.

alike. This creates an incredible opportunity for sharing the
message of Jesus with those who may not yet know Him
personally. Across the globe, Lifeword partners are seizing this
opportunity, using the season’s openness to spread the Gospel.

In the Philippines, Christmas doesn't just begin in
December—it kicks off in September! “When September
comes, the malls start decorating with all the Christmas
ornaments to welcome the season,” says Bro. Pete Etabag,
Lifeword’s Asia Pacific Coordinator. With over 86% of the
Filipino population identifying as Roman Catholic, most have
heard of Jesus, but many don’t fully grasp that salvation is a free
gift from God.

“Most Filipinos believe they must earn salvation by
following church rules,” Bro. Pete explains. This is where
Lifeword and her partners step in. During the Christmas
season, Filipino churches host special outreaches and one of
the most impactful events is the Christmas Cantata. Choirs
perform, drawing families and communities into churches
where they hear the message of Jesus’ free gift of salvation.

In Lebanon, Christmas is also a time of high activity. “The
whole month of December is Christmas-themed,” shares Bro.
Joe Costa, Lifeword’s Western Asia Coordinator. Just like in
the U.S., children eagerly wait to meet Santa and share their
Christmas lists. Families come together to enjoy home-cooked
meals and reconnect with friends. But amidst the festive rush,
Bro. Joe and his family focus on hosting youth events and
Christmas Eve services, teaching about the true meaning of
Christ’s birth and the salvation He brings.

Meanwhile, in Ghana, Christmas takes on a vibrant
blend of cultural heritage and Christian traditions. “Ghanaian
Christians celebrate with feasts, music, and traditional dances,”
says Bro. Hayford Jackson, Lifeword’s Africa Regional Director.
The richness of Ghana’s culture is woven into Christmas
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