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Sitting in the back seat of our 1961
Chevrolet Impala station wagon
we were headed to our cabin in the
woods of Brown County to
celebrate Christmas with my
whole family. The back of the car
was filled with Christmas gifts,
decorations and suitcases. My Dad, Mom, my sister, Roseann, and I
were singing "Jingle Bells" as we drove along. It seemed especially
appropriate since we were truly going "over the river and through the
woods."
I was so excited inside that I could barely stand it. All the excitement
that any 8-year-old boy has for Christmas, plus the added thrill that
we were going to celebrate it in our cabin in the woods, made it so
amazing that I had to pinch myself to make sure I wasn't dreaming.
My Christmas Wish

I had one special Christmas gift that I wanted more than anything
else—a puppy! Every boy needs a puppy and I wanted one even
more now that we were spending weekends in the country. I wanted a
dog that would walk with me in the woods, and sit on my lap…a
friend who would always greet me at the door when I walked in the
house after a hard day at school…a special companion that would
love me no matter what!
I had been asking Mom and Dad for
a dog for more than six months. My
sister, Roseann, also had been asking
for a puppy…so I guess it would be
her dog too. With each request my
Dad would say, "No. We live in the
city and that's no place for a dog."
"But Dad," I answered, "we're going
to Brown County every weekend.
Wouldn't it be great to have a dog
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with us there?" He just shook his head and I knew that meant the
subject was closed.
Then in bed one night it came to me! You see Dad grew up in the city
of Indianapolis. He had very little experience with the woods. My
Dad was one of the bravest men I ever knew. He fought in World
War II at the Battle of the Bulge in the winter of 1944, but there was
one thing that terrified my Dad—snakes! And Brown County had
snakes. There were a number of species like black snakes and garter
snakes, which were harmless, but there were also rattlesnakes and
copperheads. These were poisonous and very dangerous, and my Dad
was deathly afraid of them.
I lay there looking up at the ceiling imagining the conversation the
next morning at the breakfast table. I knew exactly how I would
convince him to get us a puppy for Christmas.
The next morning at breakfast when there was a lull in the
conversation I started, "Dad, I
wonder how many snakes there
are around our cabin in Brown
County? It always makes me a
little scared to step off into the
leaves. I never know whether or
not I might step on a snake." I
carefully studied my Dad's face to
see if he was listening and then
continued, "Remember when
Mom killed the snake on our back
porch with the rake. She really gave that snake a thrashing, didn't
she?"
Dad just looked back at me wondering if this conversation was going
anywhere. I proclaimed, "I think it would be really smart to have a
dog that could warn us if a snake was near!" Wow, I felt I had blurted
that out too soon. Dad looked at me for a minute and said, "I see
where you're going with this, Timer" (which was my Dad's nickname
for me because the bib overalls I wore as a baby made me look like an
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'Old Timer'). "We just can't handle a dog. They take a lot of care and
we are too busy. I know how badly you want one, but it just isn't in
the cards right now."
I was devastated. Roseann looked at me with a combination of
surprise and disappointment. We just shook our heads "no" at one
another. Even though I thought it was a lost cause, I still held out
hope that we would get our puppy at Christmas.
So as we drove along the road, singing, and looking out the window I
imagined what it would be like to get a puppy. I even nosed through
the packages in the back of the station wagon hoping one of the boxes
would move…nothing!
Family Arrived

Our extended family was on their way to meet us at our cabin. My
Grandma Stump, who was one of the sweetest people God ever put on
earth, was coming to meet us there with my Aunt Jo, and my cousin
Marilyn. Uncle Paul, Aunt Rosie, and my cousins Cindy and Debby
were also traveling to join us for a family Christmas in the beautiful
hills of Brown County.
We arrived at the top of our hill a little before noon on Christmas Eve.
Within a few minutes I heard their cars coming up the driveway too.
"They're here!" I yelled to Mom.
Our Cabin in the Woods

Our cabin sat on top of a big
hill, with huge oak trees
scattered all around it. Since it
was just a weekend place it was
very primitive. The logs were
well over a hundred years old
and had been moved there from
a gristmill in Illinois.
The cabin had no indoor plumbing, so to use the bathroom we had to
walk out the back door and make our way up the short trail to the
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outhouse (this would be like a permanent Port-o-let.) A brass
nameplate had been nailed to the side of the outhouse that read
"Committee Room" so we always jokingly referred to it by that name.
Since our last name was Stump, we decided (cleverly we thought) to
call our place "Hill O' Stumps." My Dad laughed every time he
thought of the name we had given to our special hide away in the
hills.
There was a huge
fireplace in the middle
of the living room and
most of the heat came
from the roaring fire we
kept going all the time.
It had wooden beams
for the ceiling and
hardwood floors with a
big braided rug. The
furniture wasn't fancy,
but it was comfortable
and homey.
Upstairs was just one big room with ceiling rafters high in the middle
but dropped down low on each side. If you weren't careful you could
bang your head on the rafters. There were a couple of old beds
upstairs, but all of us kids were going to be sleeping on the floor. It
was like camping out.
Our Christmas Tree

The first item of activity was to go cut our Christmas tree. Our
neighbor raised Christmas trees as a business and told us we could go
cut any tree we wanted for free. When everyone was settled and
dressed in our warm clothes, we headed off to go find and cut our
tree. We walked into the woods, down a hill, across the creek and up
the steep bank to arrive on top of the hill next to our cabin.
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There before us
were hundreds of
beautiful Christmas
trees of all shapes
and sizes. They had
been carefully
pruned to be perfect
for Christmas.
Everyone was
shouting out that
they had found the
best tree, only for someone else to say they had found a better one.
My Grandma was charged with making the final decision. "Here it
is," she declared motioning for my Dad to come cut it down. Dad
smiled as the smoke from his pipe curled around his head. When he
was convinced Grandma was sure, he got down on his hands and
knees and just as he was about to start sawing, Grandma said, "Wait
Richard, (my Dad's given name), there's a better one over there!" Dad
got up and walked over to that tree. Grandma walked all around it
examining it up and down then said, "Yes, this is the one." Again
Dad kneeled down to saw the tree when Grandma shouted, "Stop.
Wait. There's one over there I want to check out."
We all started laughing at the funny expression on Dad's face.
Everyone walked over to the new tree Grandma was considering.
Dad handed the saw to Uncle Paul and laughingly said, "Here you cut
it down if she ever makes up her mind."
A few minutes later
Grandma had made her
decision. Uncle Paul
kneeled down and with just
a few saw strokes, the tree
was on the ground. Dad
told his younger sister, my
Aunt Jo, to grab the top of
the tree while he and Uncle
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Paul carried the heavier bottom part. Aunt Jo delicately held the very
tip of the tree while they pulled it along.
Decorating the Tree

When we got the tree back to the cabin, Dad and Uncle Paul worked
at setting it up, but soon found that the trunk of the tree was too large
to fit into the stand. So they sat the tree trunk in a small bucket of
water and tied the tree to the rafters overhead. They strung the couple
of strands of lights we had brought from Indianapolis, but hadn't
brought any decorations. It would be our job to make all the
ornaments by hand.
Mom heated up some chili on the stove to warm us up from the cold,
while we began making the decorations for the tree.
First, we made paper chains out of
red and green construction paper.

Then we strung popcorn and
cranberries to make garland.

And we covered paper cups with
foil to make Christmas bell
ornaments.

It was so much fun decorating the tree ourselves. Everyone worked
together and passed around the glue, tape, paper and other materials in
order for each person to create their special works of art.
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Within a couple of hours our tree was finished. It was, even to this
day, the most perfectly beautiful Christmas tree I've ever seen in my
life. We stood back to appreciate our amazing work.

"That is the most beautiful tree I've ever seen," my Mom said. "It is
so green and healthy," Aunt Rosie added. "You did a great job,
Grandma, picking out the perfect tree!" my cousin Cindy declared. "I
really like the bells I made," Roseann proudly claimed. We all stood
with a deep sense of satisfaction as we enjoyed our very first Brown
County Christmas tree.
Evening Caroling

Just up the road about a half-mile, was our nearest neighbor. Margie
and Harry Klusmeier lived in a beautiful place beside Owl Creek that
they had named Aspenook because of the stand of Aspen trees in their
front yard. Margie had never married, instead choosing to care for
her aging father who had been injured in World War I. I called him
"Uncle Harry" even though he wasn't actually my uncle.
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Our plan was to walk up the road to their house and sing Christmas
carols for them. As we were getting dressed to go on our walk, it
started to snow. Huge flakes drifted down slowly through the still
country air. They settled on every branch and one even landed on my
eyelash.

We laughed and sang, as we walked along through the winter
wonderland. Soon we were at the back door of Aspenook. We
gathered around and began singing Jingle Bells. Margie came to the
door and gave out a sweet laugh as she saw us. As we sang Silent
Night she joined in. Uncle Harry just stood there smiling.
"Come in, come in everyone!" Margie insisted. She hurried to make
hot chocolate. We all sat around their living room. I chose a place on
the sofa between Mom and Aunt Rosie. As I sipped my hot
chocolate, I thought of how perfect this Christmas was becoming.
Just then I thought of Christmas morning. My
mind whirled with excitement as I wondered
if somehow Dad and Mom would surprise us
with a puppy. But how could they do it, there
was no puppy in the car and we were miles
away from our home? "Oh well," I thought to
myself, "at least I'm sitting here snuggled
between Mom and Aunt Rosie." Life was as
good as it could be for an eight year-old boy…except for a puppy.
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The Christmas Story
We went back to the cabin, got in our pajamas, and ready to go to
bed. But first it was Dad's job to read the Christmas story. We all
gathered around the fireplace as he turned in the Bible to Luke
chapter 2 and began to read…

And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a
decree from Caesar Augustus, that all the world should
be taxed. (And this taxing was first made when
Cyrenius was governor of Syria.) And all went to be
taxed, every one into his own city. And Joseph also
went up from Galilee, out of the city of Nazareth, into
Judaea, unto the city of David, which is called
Bethlehem; (because he was of the house and lineage of
David:) To be taxed with Mary his espoused wife, being
great with child. And so it was, that, while they were
there, the days were accomplished that she should be
delivered. And she brought forth her firstborn son, and
wrapped him in swaddling clothes, and laid him in a
manger; because there was no room for them in the inn.
(Luke 2:1–7)
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Too Excited to Sleep

Before we
went to bed
we had to
hang our
stockings by
the fireplace. As we stood back to admire how they looked,
Aunt Rosie pushed her way through us kids and nailed her
stocking to the fireplace mantel. Then she started unrolling it.
She had made a stocking that was ten feet long!! Everyone
laughed at her silly stocking. She looked at Uncle Paul and
with a gleam in her eye she said, "That better be filled in the
morning!"
We all went to bed, but there was no way could I sleep! I
was just too excited. What would I get for Christmas
tomorrow morning? Would I get that sled? Would I get the
BB gun I had asked for? And the most important question of
all…would I get a puppy?
I looked at the ceiling as the time dragged on and on. My Dad
was snoring loudly downstairs. His snoring was the loudest
on planet earth. Really! I believe if there was an Olympic
event for snoring my Dad would win the Gold Medal. It
seemed like his snoring was shaking the rafters as the sound
reverberated through the cabin. I never could understand
how Mom could sleep with all that noise going on.
One of the names people give for snoring is "sawing logs"
because of the sound it makes. My Uncle Paul raised up
on his elbow in his bed and said, "Richard is sawing logs
faster than I can stack them!" We all burst out laughing.
Roseann was giggling, although I think she was too young to actually
get the joke. We all lay there chuckling at Uncle Paul's dry sense of
humor.
Finally I drifted off to sleep…
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Christmas Morning Arrives

"Wake up, wake up!! It's Christmas! Get up! Come on you sleepy
heads!" Aunt Jo was calling out to all of us. I jumped up and headed
downstairs, my eyes still trying to adjust to the light. There in the
corner of our cabin was our gorgeous Christmas tree with gifts
surrounding it. What could be in that pile of presents? I was too
excited to even say "good morning" to Mom and Dad.
Our Christmas stockings were bulging with candy, oranges, and
apples. Then we noticed Aunt Rosie's stocking. In the very toe of her
extra long stocking was a single orange. When she discovered it, she
gave Uncle Paul a frown. Then we all burst out laughing. That was
the funniest looking Christmas stocking I've ever seen.
As I looked around the
room, my eyes stopped on
the Flexible Flyer sled
leaning against the
fireplace. On the tag it
read, "To Gary love Dad &
Mom." Oh boy, I couldn't
wait to try it out! No sled
goes faster than a Flexible
Flyer. You can actually steer it, which makes it better than any other
sled or toboggan.
Then I opened some socks…ugh…and some clothes, which no boy
gets excited about. My sister got a Chatty Cathy doll, which said
things when you pulled the ring on the back of the doll's neck.
When most everything was opened, my Dad handed me a long narrow
box. "Open this one next," he said. I tore into the wrapping paper
and there on
the box was
a picture of a
Daisy BB
gun. It was
a pump action. Super cool!
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It wasn't long until every present was unwrapped. Mom chased after
all the torn wrapping paper so that the house would be neat.
Everyone sat there looking at our gifts. Smiles were on each face, and
there was a sense of joy and peace throughout the house.
Dad Is Missing

In all the excitement I had failed to notice that Dad had left. "Dad,
can you help me load my BB gun so I can shoot it from the front
porch?" I looked around, but couldn't find him. "He probably walked
out to the Committee Room," I thought to myself.
Mom set out some cinnamon rolls for us
to eat while Grandma was cooking a full
breakfast. To me she was the greatest
cook in the world. Something about
how she cooked made everything taste
better. I think maybe it was the added
ingredient of love she included in every
recipe. Nothing gave her more joy than
making meals for her family.
My Grandma was amazing. She loved
her grandkids and always made us feel special. Even when we messed
up she would just say, "Oh God love you!" She was filled with grace
and gentleness. She always had a smile on her face and a way about
her that made you feel safe…and loved.
I lost track of time for a bit as I played
with my BB gun while Roseann played
with her Chatty Cathy doll. As much as
I was happy with my gifts, I had this
nagging sense of disappointment. How
could I be sad when this was the best
Christmas of my life? What could
possibly be missing? Then I realized that
there was no puppy in all of the gifts. "Oh well, maybe I'll get one
next year," I thought.
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The Biggest Surprise

About this time, I heard someone walking in the front door of the
cabin. There were ooo's and aww's as Dad came into the room.
While he kicked the snow off his shoes I noticed something moving
under his coat. Then a little, amazingly cute beagle puppy shoved her
nose out from under Dad's arm. He had been carrying her in the game
pocket of his hunting coat.
I jumped up and ran to Dad as our
entire family mobbed him. There she
was! I couldn't believe it. The puppy
we dreamed about finally here. I
rubbed my eyes to make sure it was
real. Sure enough she licked
everyone who reached out to pet her.
I will never forget the feeling of those
little puppy teeth as she chewed on
my fingers.
We passed her from person to
person each of us giving her some
special Christmas love. As we
began discussing what to call her
there was only one name that
would be appropriate. We had to
name her after the song we sung so
many times that Christmas, Jingle
Bells…
…we named her "Bell!"

So what?
Roseann with Chatty Cathy doll & Gary holding Bell

This was the greatest Christmas of my life. Even though it happened
more than 50 years ago, you can talk to any of my family members
and they will tell you it all happened pretty much the way I have
described it here. None of us with ever forget the feeling of that first
Christmas together at the cabin in the hills of scenic Brown County,
Indiana.
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Many family members who were there on that Christmas have now
gone to be with the Lord. My Grandma, Dad, Aunt Jo, Uncle Paul,
and Mom have died. But Aunt Rosie is still with us. She is 95 years
old, drives her car and lives on her own. She remembers this as the
"first Christmas in Brown County" and still laughs when she tells the
story of her extra long stocking with an orange in the toe.
That is the power of family!
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God's Family

But have you considered that God came to earth through a family?
God sent His Son through a family to redeem broken people and
restore broken families to God's design.
God was very specific that Jesus would come to earth through the
family of Abraham. In fact God said, "All the families on earth will
be blessed through you” (Genesis 12:3b). Notice that God said that
my family and your family would be blessed through Abraham's
family.
Then God tracked this promised blessing through the family of Isaac,
Jacob, Judah, Jesse, and King David.
God spoke of family when He said, "Look!
The virgin will conceive a child! She will
give birth to a son and will call him
Immanuel—which means ‘God is with us’ "
(Isaiah 7:14).
God fulfilled His promise when the angel
announced the birth of His Son to Mary and
Joseph. When Caesar insisted that everyone
return to the home place of their family,
Joseph and Mary had to make the trek 70
miles from Nazareth to Bethlehem so that God's Son would be born in
the promised place of the family home of David.
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This beautifully small family was huddled together at Jesus' birth—
mother, father and child—in the inconvenient surroundings. But they
had, in that manger, the child who would be the Savior of the world.
In fact when the Gospel spread, it went through families…
When Peter shared the Gospel with Cornelius, he and his entire
household came to faith in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord; as did
Lydia; the Philippian jailer; plus Crispus; Aristobulus; Chloe;
Narcisus; Stephanas; as was Onesiphorus and their family. Of course
some of those names sound funny to us, but they are people who
witnessed their entire family coming to know Jesus as Lord.
Do you see a pattern here? God sent Jesus through a family to save
families.
This is also true of my family. God saved all my family. He did it
one-by-one, as each of us trusted in Jesus as our Savior, but He
included everyone in His saving grace!

How about your family this Christmas?
How about you this Christmas? Maybe you will be the first one in
your family to make Jesus the Savior and Lord of your life. Then as
you share God's love with your family members and pray for them, I
believe you will see them come to Jesus one-by-one-by-one until your
whole family knows and loves the Lord.
It's God way. It's God's plan—through a family to save your family!
“For God loved the world so much that he gave his one and only
Son, so that everyone who believes in him will not perish but
have eternal life. (John 3:16)
Will you and your family trust in Jesus this Christmas?
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