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I read a very touching story a number of years ago in “Guidepost Magazine” entitled, “The 

Unopened Gift.”  The author by the name of Anne Stenard shared a personal and true story 

about her own family. 

 

One day, she writes, she reached down and hugged her five year old son, T.J., and told him how 

much she loved him.  And little Terry Jr. looked up through his beautiful green-blue eyes and 

said, “I love you too Mommy, more than anything in the whole world except God.  I love him a 

bit more.” 

 

Now this statement struck Anne funny since they never talked about God in their home.  In fact 

her husband, Terry, a corporate executive was practically an atheist.  Another strange thing was 

that for a week T.J. was trying to give her a Christmas gift he had bought at a PTA function. 

 

In fact, T.J. was very, very persistent and so to calm his spirits she told him that she would take 

this gift and put it in the closet where it would be safe until Christmas. 

 

In trying to think of why their child mentioned his love for God both Anne & Terry thought it 

may have been at the funeral of Terry’s mother.  T.J. and his older sister Samantha had heard 

people talk about God and heaven at their grandmother’s funeral. 

 

On the other hand it may also have been when Terry & Anne had been talking at the dinner table 

about a man in his office by the name of Don.  It just so happens that Don was continually trying 

to talk with Terry about God and Jesus, and about where Terry would be spending eternity. 

 

Well this true story continues that one snowy day before Christmas Terry & Anne’s family was 

on an outing at a sleigh ride stable.  With so many people around and all kinds of activities going 

on they all of a sudden noticed that T.J. had wandered off. 

 

In their frantic search, with the police and others involved, Anne fell to her knees and pleaded 

with God, “Oh God, I’ll go to church every week; I’ll put our children in Sunday School; I’ll do 

anything if you’ll bring my baby back.”  Bargaining with God is very common when a person is 

worried and afraid.  

 

The hours passed and finally the authorities came and informed Terry & Anne that they had 

found T.J.’s body.  It was apparent that he had wandered onto a snow covered pond and had 

fallen through the ice.  They rushed him to the hospital, they tried everything they could to get 

his heart beating again, but he was gone. 

 



When they got home from the hospital Anne, who was in shock, ran to her bedroom and closed 

the door.  She felt like screaming, but she couldn’t.  Her breathing was convulsing with short 

breaths.  She felt like she was going crazy. 

 

Just then she remembered T.J.’s gift she had stashed away—the one he had so impatiently 

wanted her to open.  She took it out of the closet, tore it open and there she found a little gold 

colored cross on a chain.  And at that moment she knew that T.J. was in heaven, and she felt for 

the very first time that she was in God’s presence. 

 

In the days to come Terry & Anne rarely spoke to each other.  They didn’t share their feelings, 

they drifted apart and lived almost completely separate lives.  This, of course, is not at all 

uncommon after the death of a child.   

 

Anne began going to several Christian bookstores in their area.  She was searching for books that 

would tell her more about Jesus and heaven, desperately wanting to get there herself someday. 

 

About a month later the doorbell rang one day and a stranger introduced himself to Anne as 

Terry’s pastor.  What had happened was that in the middle of the frantic search for T.J. that day, 

Terry had called his co-worker Don. 

 

Don, of course, was the one who often witnessed to him at the office.  Terry called Don that day 

and asked him to pray for them.  Well it just so happened that Don got Terry in touch with his 

pastor and unknown to Anne, Terry had gone to church there a few times. 

 

Learning of each other’s spiritual journey, Anne & Terry began talking about their feelings and 

faith, and they began worshipping at this church together.  And at that church this pastor got 

them in touch with some other parents who had also lost children and, as time went on, their 

mission together became one of helping others in their sorrows.  They wanted to give back, as 

Anne said, the gift T.J. had given them. 

 

The theme of the Season of Advent is one of preparation for Christ’s coming.  John the Baptist in 

our lesson from Luke 3 tells the people to “bear fruits that are worthy of repentance.”  He tells 

them to not live dishonestly and he points them to Jesus who would baptize them with water and 

the Holy Spirit.  John was that voice crying in the wilderness—prepare the way; prepare the way 

for Jesus; prepare for Christmas. 

 

Now in this story about T.J. I believe there are three messages about preparation.  First, we see a 

fairly common situation where a husband and wife do not talk together about faith in Jesus; a 

place where they have little or no shared spiritual life; a place where God and faith have 

completely different meanings to each one. 

 

I had a person tell me one time that his religion was in his wife’s name—her worship and 

involvement in the church somehow made up for him.  Some others have shared with me over 

the years that faith and church issues are a painful topic in their home.  It is a subject they would 

rather avoid than get into an argument over. 

 



What we need to remember, however, is that no one else can believe in Jesus for us.  It is only as 

we have a personal faith in Jesus Christ that any of us have the assurance of eternal life.  And 

that is true of men, of women, of fathers and mothers, and of young adults. 

 

For Terry & Anne it took a tragedy and some caring people to help them focus on Jesus Christ.  

Yet for many people, without a strong faith together, such a crisis often destroys their whole 

relationship.  May each of us prepare our hearts for Jesus’ coming so all our relationships will be 

strengthened and united in our faith in God. 

 

The second message of preparation we see in this story is the wonderful witness of a young 

child—of five year old T.J.  He heard the message of God’s love someplace and with a simple, 

child-like faith he believed.  And not only did he believe but he wanted more than anything to 

give his mother a little gold cross. 

 

Children, as we heard in their singing this morning and will hear in their Christmas Program next 

week, have a wonderful way of trusting in and sharing the love of Jesus with others.  Yet how 

often over the years I have heard adults say that they believe that Christmas is mostly for 

children, or they only attend worship once in awhile for the sake of their kids/grandkids.  

 

My friends may we always, especially at Christmas, be open to the witness and testimony of 

children.  May we affirm and feel the love for Jesus that literally shines through them.  May we 

allow them to teach us to also trust and have faith.  And may we worship and faithfully be 

involved with them each week in church. 

 

The third message of preparation we see in this story is Terry’s co-worker, Don, who had tried 

for a long time to help Terry know Jesus as a friend.  Witnessing to others can be very difficult—

we certainly don’t want to bug them or be a pest.  Yet we never know when the seeds we plant 

may take root and grow. 

 

Terry called Don when he needed prayer.  He saw in him a genuineness of faith that wasn’t just 

words.  And deep inside Terry wanted to have the same foundation Don had.  Terry eventually 

opened up to Don, it didn’t happen overnight, and Don finally led him to Christ and the church. 

 

Witnessing is always a challenge and many times we may not see any spectacular fruits.  Yet we 

are called to live our faith each day, to have our faith in Christ guide our words and actions, and 

then pray that God might shine his love and light through us. 

 

These next days I want each of you to think about someone you can witness to; someone you can 

invite to worship with us here at Messiah this Advent and Christmas season.  Please pray about 

ways you can allow the light and joy of Christ shine through you to others.  You just never 

know, like with Don, how God’s Spirit will work through you. 

 

Christmas is coming, my friends!  Jesus is coming!  Are you and I truly prepared?   


