Growing Up Catholic:

Coaching Parents
for Advent
by Paul Canavese

Why Coach Parents?
What is it that determines if a child grows up
Catholic? Almost every active adult Catholic
today is active because his or her parents had
faith. Their faith did not come from a textbook,
no matter how excellent it may have been. It
came from the witness and the "faith talk" that
went on in the home. The faith formation of
every child is found in the faith of the parents.

For faith formation to truly last a lifetime, parents
must be in the picture. We need to coach the
parents to form their own children. By doing so,
the parents themselves are formed more deeply
in their own faith. This is especially important for
the large number of parents (85% by some
estimates) who are on the edge of parish life,
with a low level of engagement.

However, this process of passing faith from
generation to generation has slowed or stopped,
as surveys and demographic studies show in
frightening detail. Many parents feel ill-equipped
to pass on faith to their own children, and believe
they should just delegate this job to catechists at
their parish. This model, which we shifted to in
the 1970s and '80s, is clearly not working.

GrowingUpCatholic.com is a website and
growing community to support parishes and
schools in coaching their parents. We provide a
wide variety of resources to help parish leaders
and parents, including workshops, planning
tools, curriculum, handouts, and books.
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Advent Disconnect
The pressures of the Winter holiday season have
become a powerful force, and much of the intent
of the original Christmas feast day has been lost.

•

It can be a season of over-indulgence in
spending, activity, travel, food, alcohol, and
stress.

It can be a season of schedule stress. This
time of year is hectic for many: shopping and
sale-chasing, holiday parties and events, and
preparations for traveling or hosting.

•

It can be a season of disagreement. A British
survey found that the average family had five
arguments on Christmas Day.

•

•

It can be a season of financial stress. Gift and
travel expenses create financial pressure for
many, and emotional stress around an
inability to provide as much as the consumer
culture suggests they should. The average
U.S. holiday shopper spent $767 on gifts last
year. Some agonize over finding the “perfect
gift” or at least one that measures up to the
one they will receive.

In contrast, our Catholic tradition says that this
time of year is about quiet, attentive, expectant
waiting. It is a time to prepare for God moving
into the neighborhood: emptying himself to
become human so he can love us more. We
worship a God who enters the world through an
unwed teenage mother and is laid in an animal's
feeding trough. Our culture has a funny way of
celebrating this story.

A Family Opportunity
No one yearns for a complicated, stressful
holiday season. We value family, relationships,
good times together, giving to others, and our
faith. But the ways we try to reach these values
can instead undermine them.
We're certainly not suggesting an end to
Christmas gifts. But there is a great opportunity
for us as Catholics to stop and be intentional
about our Advent and Christmas:
•

Do our holiday activities support the values
we want to deepen during the holiday season
or work against them?

•

Do we make room for real family time, God,
and those in need at this time of year?

•

Does the holiday work—cooking, decorating,
shopping—disproportionately fall on certain
family members?

•

Do we give to each other relationally—
giving in a way that connects us to each other

—or just with an obligatory purchase?
•

Do we take time in Advent to pray together
and really prepare for Jesus to come?

There is also an opportunity to embrace the rich
story and sensory nature of Advent and
Christmas in our tradition. Children enter
through their senses:
•

The smells of Advent wreaths and candles,
and watching candles lit in the darkness

•

Setting up (and perhaps playing with) an
Advent creche

•

Cuddling up as a family to hear stories of the
long journey, shepherds, angels, magi,
animals, and baby Jesus

These kinds of family experiences—along with a
shared effort to live out the values of the season
as a family—are the kind of faith formation that
lasts a lifetime...the kind parents will pass on to
their own children.
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The Parish's Role
How can we best help our families celebrate
Advent in a joyful way?
We know some ways that are unlikely to help.
Lecturing them to just do things differently will
probably be met with resistance. Telling them
they need to come to more prayer services and
events at the parish adds to-do items to their lists
and shifts focus away from at-home family
traditions.
We have found that there are three effective ways
we can coach parents at this time of the year.
1. Start a conversation around intentions for
the season that families can bring home
with them. The invitation is to be thoughtful
and intentional as a family about their
Advent and Christmas this year: How can it
be the most joyful and faith-filled? What is
this season really about for them? How do
they want to observe this season?
2. Help them understand the meaning behind
the Advent/Christmas season and specific

activities they can do at home. Many parents,
for example, have no idea where to start in
praying with an Advent wreath. Be realistic
and focused on basic information that is most
helpful and age-appropriate for families and
where they are at.
3. Send resources home that will serve as
reminders, lead them through specific
practices, and help them go deeper if they
wish to learn more. We have a number of
wonderful, inexpensive, reproducible
resources listed at the end of this document.
We have found that hosting an Advent WreathMaking Party at your parish or school is a
wonderful way to provide these three steps and
help families start their Advent well. Read on for
tips on holding this kind of event.
There are many other prayers, activities, and
practices that can work well for families at this
time of year, such as the Jesse Tree, but Advent
wreaths are a great place to start because they are
relatively simple to make and use.

Thank you for the important ministry you do in supporting the families in your community. Always
feel free to contact us at the Pastoral Center if you have questions or could use a little coaching. Call
toll free 844-727-8672 (8am to 5pm CDT weekdays) or email paul@thepastoralcenter.com.
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Advent Wreath-Making Party
Why Go To the Effort?
Families can just as easily buy or make their own
Advent wreaths without the parish's
involvement. So why is it worth going to the
effort of putting this event on at this busy time of
year?
•

Many wouldn't otherwise get wreaths. For
many families, it's not a priority or has never
been a part of their tradition. Some may get
one, but not until Advent is well underway. A
party right at the beginning of Advent sets
them up to pray all through Advent.

•

You are sending home with them a physical
reminder to pray together. What better way
to encourage family prayer. A family is also
much more likely to pray with a wreath they
have made themselves. Our kids wouldn't let
us forget to pray with ours!

•

It's fun! Kids (and parents) love to make their
own wreaths, and having a community event
connects this at-home practice to the broader
parish community.

•

You need families present to coach them.
This event gives you an opportunity to coach
them about how to use the wreath at home,
start conversations about Advent, and send
resources home.
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Making the Wreaths
There are many different ways Advent wreaths
can be made, so we are just offering some starting
points here. Web searches can provide you with a
wealth of additional ideas.
•

Find one or more crafty folks in your parish
to take on this aspect of the event for you.

•

Keep it simple, so families don't get
frustrated trying to make their wreaths.

•

Provide all of the materials for the
participants, including candles. If families
would have to buy their own candles, they
may never get around to it. You may wish to
have families reimburse you for supplies or
make donations.

•

Decide on your materials. Most Advent
wreaths are made by attaching evergreen
branches to some kind of base. The base
could be a ring made of metal (with or
without attached candle holders), styrofoam,
or straw. The main trick with evergreen
branches is for them to all face the same
direction around the ring.

•

Think through how the candles will stand
securely in the finished wreath, especially
since they will be used in families with
children.

Here are some sites with more ideas about making Advent wreaths:
•
•
•
•

http://www.catholicculture.org/culture/liturgicalyear/activities/view.cfm?id=954
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AuKwIulYfjo (video)
http://www.loyolapress.com/advent-wreath-activity-center.htm
http://www.pinterest.com/explore/diy-advent-wreath/

Make It a Party!
Make sure this is a fun event for all who attend!
•

•

Be hospitable. Make sure that everyone is
warmly greeted. The event may attract those
who don't normally attend parish events, so
help them feel welcome and introduce them
to others.

•

Provide refreshments. Have some food and
drink available.

•

Consider a play area. Families will come with
children of all ages, so a little play area with
toys, especially for very young children,
would be appreciated.

Play (appropriate) music. Find some good,
upbeat Advent music to play in the
background. Don't play Christmas music!
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Be Sure to Coach
Don't forget to coach parents during the event.
We suggest that you talk to the big group as a
whole for a short interactive presentation. Then
send home some handouts to reinforce and
remind them what they learned.
Most importantly, explain how to use the wreath.
Ask if any of the kids know which candle to light
on the first week of Advent, and (one-by-one),
each of the following weeks. Suggest praying as a
family around the wreath at bedtime, with a
recommended prayer resource. Also send that
information home with a handout.
You can use our free “Using Your Advent

Wreath” handout or make your own. See the
resource list below for additional handouts.
Other topics you may wish to briefly introduce:
•

As discussed earlier, ask families to be
intentional about their Advent plans. The first
handout from the Simply Advent resource is
excellent for this.

•

Help them understand why we don't sing
Christmas songs until Christmas comes,
because during Advent we are still waiting.

•

Explain how Christmas is a season, and not a
single day.

Planning Checklist
Here's a little planning checklist to help you get
started:
Early planning
 Schedule the event and book the room. Just
after Mass on a Sunday can work well.
 Find good Advent music
 Pick handouts to distribute at the event
 Plan any prayer or presentation.
Find volunteers:
 To help gather materials and facilitate the
wreath making
 To cut and bring evergreen branches
 To bring refreshments
 To be a greeter

Materials
 Ring bases
 Candles
 Evergreen branches
 Branch fasteners (pins, ties, etc.)
Promotion
 Make a flyer/handout to send home at
religious ed./children's liturgy of the word.
 Promote the event in your parish bulletin,
announcements, and any other means.
 Email your parent contact lists
Day-Of Preparation
 Room setup
 Copy handouts
 Background music
 Kids play area
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Advent Family Resources
More Support for Advent Wreaths
This downloadable,
reproducible resource
gives you even more
support for holding an
event as suggested in
this resource.

This little bulk-priced
booklet is a great way to
help your families pray
around the wreath.
They're bulk priced
starting at only $1.25 each.

More Resources from the Pastoral Center
We have many additional resources to help you further coach your parents and equip your families,
including those shown below.
Find these and more at http://PastoralCenter.com/advent-family
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More Resources for Simpler Holidays
In addition to our own Simply Advent handouts/bulletin inserts, the following websites provide great
tools for helping families celebrate a simpler, more faith-filled holiday season:
•

SimplifyHolidays.org – This site by the Center for the New American Dream includes lots of tips
and a great free booklet to help families plan.

•

BuyNothingChristmas.org – This movement, started by Canadian Mennonites, provides a wide
variety of resources for individuals and faith communities.

•

AdventConspiracy.org – A few years ago, a few Protestant pastors started an experiment to
reimagine how Christian churches approached Advent, through the four tenets of Worship Fully,
Spend Less, Give More, and Love All. Hundreds of churches (including Catholic ones) have
joined the movement, and their site provides some amazing videos and resources.

•

Simple Living Works – This organization has a wealth of older resources supporting simpler living
from a Christian perspective, including Advent/Christmas resources.
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