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Christmas Eve. It’s the perfect picture of anticipation: of 

sleepless excitement for something yet to occur. Every year, my 

parents let us to open one present. This was a teaser, a taste of 

things to come. And we kids relished it. Of course, it wasn’t much 

of a surprise—my mom almost always got us new pajamas, even 

when we didn’t need them. But still, it was a ritual of hope, one in 

which we celebrated the gift of  giving, the joy of  gratitude.

Christmas morning. It’s the perfect picture of disappointment: 

of frustration and disillusionment with the promise of a holiday 

to fill all the emptiness within. It’s a reminder of the inevitable 

letdown of life, the unfortunate answer to the question, “Did you 

get everything you wanted?” Of course, the answer is no. The an-

swer is always no, and we feel terrible about this. Why can’t we be 

happy? Why can’t we be satisfied? Will we ever be content with 

what we have—with the gifts in our stockings, the toys under the 

tree? Why this constant thirst for more?

Maybe the answer lies in the night before the big day. 

In college, I spent a semester studying abroad in Spain. I 

learned a lot of lessons during that time, but the biggest one was 

about waiting. In Spain (as well as in Latin America, Africa, and 



other parts of the world), people aren’t quite so concerned about 

punctuality as Americans. They have a phrase: no pasa nada. It lit-

erally means, “nothing happens,” but it’s essentially equivalent to 

the phrase, “no big deal.” Late for a meeting? No pasa nada. Need 

to skip class today to take care of a personal issue? No pasa nada. 

As someone who is almost always running late, I loved Spain.

I once waited an hour in Seville to meet a man for coffee. A 

Spanish man, I might add. When he arrived, he didn’t apologize. 

He didn’t send me a text message to let me know he was running 

late. He just arrived, sat down, ordered a drink, and started talking. 

We got lost in conversation, and I had to excuse myself as several 

hours had passed without my realizing it. I was late for dinner.

 Such a cultural mindset is freeing, and I need more of it. I 

need to get lost in a conversation without looking at my watch 

once in awhile. I need to sleep in, stay up late, and linger in the 

moment longer.

In Spain, I didn’t get to celebrate Christmas. I left about a 

week before the holiday began, but I was around long enough to 

see the city of Seville transformed by nativity scenes on nearly 

every corner. I got to witness the wonder of this season in an-

other culture. My señora told me that Christmas Day is important 

in culture but not celebrated in the same way as it is in the U.S.. 

Her family gets together on December 24, La Noche Buena (“The 



Good Night”), and they have a church service, sometimes fol-

lowed by a small gift exchange. Overall, though, the day isn’t 

about gift giving—it’s about celebration and commemoration, 

about feasting and family. They don’t deal with the pressure 

placed on a 24-hour period to fulfill all the emptiness you’ve ac-

cumulated in the past year. Spanish parents don’t go into credit 

card debt days before Christmas to buy stuff their kids don’t 

need. They get together and have a big meal, spending the whole 

day together. It’s a day that’s not about “me” but more about 

“we”—about being together. On January 6, they celebrate Epiph-

any, the Day of the Magi (the three wise men who brought Jesus 

gifts of frankincense, gold, and myrrh)—that’s when the gifts 

come. There are about two weeks in between Christmas Day and 

this day. So what are they doing in between this time? Waiting, of 

course.

This follows the story of Jesus’ birth much more closely than 

the depictions we often see on TV and in movies. The gospels tell 

us Christ is born, and then a significant amount of time passes 

between his birth and the arrival of the magi. Some say it may 

have taken years. I love that many non-American cultures build 

this wait time in to their celebration. Such a tradition reminds us 

that every arrival is not an event but a process.

What does this talk of Christmas and gifts and magi have to 



do with you and me and how we spend our everyday lives 

throughout the year? I’m an adult now, and the glory of Decem-

ber 25 has faded. I no longer sit at the bottom of the basement 

stairs in eager anticipation of 7:00  a.m., waiting for my parents to 

tell me it’s okay to come up and see what Santa brought. But still, 

I am learning to wait in a whole new way. And now I’m realizing 

that the magic of Christmas was never about the day. It was al-

ways about the waiting.

Life is full of good things we haven’t yet seen: finding a 

spouse, having that first child, taking the long-awaited vacation, 

retiring, graduating, becoming who we want to be. And yet, if 

we’re not careful, we can rush through the whole process. We can 

waste the hours and days and years looking at our watch, eager for 

the next appointment. We can ungratefully wait for the magi to 

come, when the greatest gift sits before us in a horse trough, star-

ing at us with wonder-filled eyes.

Our journey is full of rest stops—park benches and stop-

watches that signal the arrival of things eagerly anticipated. Some-

times, they’re worth the wait; other times, the glory isn’t as shiny 

as we’d hoped. Regardless, we are called to live in this tension be-

tween now and then, to appreciate what we have and still hope 

for. This process is not easy, but it’s part of being human and 

what connects us to each other. We are all waiting for something. 



And in that wait, there is a necessary tension, even a frustration, 

that doesn’t fully resolve. This doesn’t mean some things aren’t 

worth waiting for; it just means we don’t always get what we 

want—and rarely does it come all at once. Believe it or not, this is 

a good thing. So through the angst and anticipation, in our long-

ing to have and be more, we need to learn to love this place, this 

in-between.

This was a teaser from my upcoming book, The In-Between. Feel free to share it. 

Also, make sure you’re s igned up for my free newsletter at 

goinswriter.com/newsletter.
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