EMMANUEL: GOD WITH US

"You Are Not Alone This Christmas"

Key Passages

Psalm 46:1 — "God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in trouble.”

Psalm 34:18 — "The LORD is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are
crushed in spirit."

Study Focus

Every year, the Christmas card photos started appearing in December. Smiling
families, matching pajamas, kids laughing by a tree. Anne would look at them and
feel a complicated mix of warmth and ache. She loved Christmas. She also knew that
their version of it looked nothing like the cards. Her son's sensory sensitivities

made holiday gatherings a minefield. The family traditions she'd imagined—midnight
services, big extended family dinners, decorated trees with fragile ornaments—had
all required radical reimagining or quiet abandonment.

Christmas holds particular complexity for special needs families. The cultural
expectation of the season—joy, togetherness, magic—can feel impossibly far from a
reality marked by disrupted routines, sensory overload, and the grief that surfaces
when the gap between expectation and experience is most visible. Even within the
church, the season of "good news of great joy" can feel isolating when your joy is
complicated.

But the original Christmas was not a sanitized, card-perfect event. It happened in a
barn, to a displaced family, in the middle of political chaos. Emmanuel—"God with
us"—was not announced into comfort. It was announced into the mess. Psalm 46
declares God an "ever-present help in trouble"—present specifically in the moment of
need. God does not arrive after the hard part. He is there in it.

Psalm 34:18 adds a precision that matters: the LORD is close to the brokenhearted.
Not distant. Not waiting for them to recover. Close. For the special needs parent
navigating a season that is simultaneously beautiful and hard, this is the true
message of Christmas: Emmanuel is near to you, in the exact complexity of your
December.
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Couples

Discussion Qs

1. What does Christmas realistically look like for your family—and how do you feel about
the gap between that and what you imagined?

2. How do you create meaningful Christmas traditions that work for your child while
still honoring the season you both love?

3. How do you support each other when extended family gatherings become a source of
stress rather than joy?

4. What does it mean to you as a couple that Emmanuel entered the world in the mess, not
the magic?

5. What is one thing you can do together this Christmas to experience God's nearness
rather than just manage the season's demands?

1. What is the hardest part of the 1. How do you grieve the Christmas you
Christmas season for your family, and imagined while still finding beauty
how do you typically carry that? in the Christmas you actually have?

2. How do you protect your family from 2. What holiday traditions have you had
the pressure of performing a "perfect to let go of, and what new ones have
Christmas" while still creating emerged that fit your family?
something meaningful? 3. When the season feels more exhausting

3.  When extended family doesn't than joyful, what helps you reconnect
understand your child's needs during with the deeper meaning of Christmas?
the holidays, how do you handle the 4. How does the truth that God is
tension? specifically close to the

4. What does it mean to you personally brokenhearted change how you approach
that God is "ever-present in a hard holiday moment?
trouble”™—not just in the good 5. What would it mean for you to receive
seasons? the gift of Emmanuel—God's

5. What is one Christmas moment when you nearness—this Christmas, in the
genuinely felt God close to your middle of your actual life?
family?

Application: This Christmas, create one simple, low-pressure tradition that reflects your
family's actual story—something that makes room for both the hard and the holy. Write it
down and name it as your own.
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