
 

 

 

 
 

  

Finding Light in Dark Times 
Michelle Byrd, Ph.D. 

 
About twenty years ago, my in-laws took their three grown sons and daughters-in-law on a once-in-a-lifetime 

trip to visit extended family in Italy. Over the course of ten days, we explored the Tuscan countryside, ate our 

body weight in gelato, and saw awe-inspiring vistas. However, when we reminisce about that trip, as we often 

do, our favorite memory is the night that the power went out in the little town we were staying in. We had no 

way of opening the electric gate that protected the villa we had rented and no way to find our way in the dark. 

What we remember with laughter and mirth is that I got boosted over the fence to let everyone else in, and that 

we felt and bumped our way around the unfamiliar dark house with only the light from my brother-in-law’s 

watch, to help us find candles in the hidden linen closet. Of all the truly beautiful memories of that trip, the 

memory of what went wrong and how we overcame the challenge with ingenuity and humor is the most special 

to all of us. 

 

As we approach the myriad winter holidays this year, I have found myself thinking of that memory and 

reflecting on how our family was able to take a situation that was uncomfortable and a little scary and turn it 

into something worth reflecting on. Now, while I would never equate the current pandemic that has brought so 

much suffering and loss to so many, to a short-lived power outage, I do feel like there are possibly some lessons 

that are worth noting. 

 

This year brings with it more changes to how we live our day-to-day lives than most of us can even articulate, 

and leaves us yearning for the traditions of holidays past. Many people are feeling sad or even angry at not 

being able to celebrate how they want to, and those feelings are understandable. However, when you ask people 

what matters most to them about the holidays, overwhelmingly people simply say “being together.”  With some 

flexibility of thought and creativity, there may be ways to honor those holiday traditions that mean so much to 

us. The purpose of this blog post is to inspire families to remember what is most important to them at the 

holidays and think out of the box about how to “be together” without actually being together. Please read below 

for some ideas to get you started! 
 

1. Accept that things are different. Holidays are made up of traditions that we yearn to repeat year after 

year. However, in a time when things really aren’t the same, it’s important to not necessarily try to 

recreate what cannot be. Families who have recently lost a loved one know this well; it’s often better to 

create new traditions when things literally can’t be the same as always. So, this may be the year to make 

tamales for Christmas rather than the traditional ham or to take a family hike after dinner when you 

would have otherwise lounged in the family room.  

 

2. Embrace what can be the same. If Hanukkah isn’t 

Hanukkah without Bubbe’s latke recipe, then by all 

means make the latkes! There may be a way to honor 

family recipes and still have a feeling of loving 

community even while apart. Some families are 

emailing treasured recipes in advance to whomever 

they usually spend holidays with, or even to extended  
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family, and everyone is preparing the traditional dishes on the big day. Creating a  

zoom meeting for everyone to cook together and for elder chefs in the family to offer advice (and maybe 

some friendly ribbing!) to newer cooks may add to the feeling of togetherness and tradition. If your 

family is more the takeout type, consider having multiple households order from the same purveyor so 

that you can all be having the same experience, separately. If your family usually piles in the car to go 

look at holiday lights, consider doing it caravan style this year instead and inviting friends and neighbors 

to join the fun.  

 

3. Consider if there are physical touchstones of inclusivity. For some of us with a hidden inner Martha 

Stewart, holiday traditions are as much about the décor and other sensory experiences as they are the 

food. If there are certain objects that help to make everyone feel in the spirit, consider if there is a way to 

bring a little of that feeling to everyone who can’t be together this year. For example, would it be 

feasible to deliver place settings of the family’s traditional china to every home that would usually be 

together but are eating apart this year, so that all can be eating off the same plates as they would usually? 

If you’re not an heirloom china kind of family, could the same pattern of paper plates be purchased for 

each household that would normally be together? Is there a certain scented candle that the host usually 

has burning in his/her/their foyer that could be purchased for each home participating in the holiday 

remotely? 

 

4. Embrace the miracle of technology. Thank goodness we are living in a 

digital age while coping with the ancient dilemma of quarantine. Some 

families are optimizing their online togetherness by planning to eat their 

holiday meals together, open presents together, and singing carols 

together. Other families are expanding their family traditions to include 

playing games online together using apps like Houseparty where you can 

have different households playing a trivia or memory game all together. 

For less tech savvy families who are still able to get online, old games like 

charades translate well to the digital format. Through the miracle of the 

internet, some families are using this opportunity to tour museums, 

different cities, and even the Egyptian pyramids together live, but 

remotely. Netflix Party lets different households watch a movie together 

and chat at the same time. Not having to think about travel may even 

allow some families to extend their holiday invitation to loved ones who 

typically cannot attend because of distance, which could really add to the 

fun (We are hoping that some of our Italian family mentioned above will 

join us for “American Thanksgiving!”).     

 

5. Find ways of reaching out to others with generosity. At a time when it is easy to feel a little out of 

sorts and, indeed, many people are truly struggling in a multitude of valid ways, it’s more important than 

ever to practice gratitude as an active verb. This is a great year to consider “adopting” a family in need 

and providing for them so that their holiday can be a little merrier. It’s also a great time to reach out to  

 



 

 

 

 
 

  

people who might be feeling especially isolated because they live alone or have had to restrict their 

outings more than most because they are vulnerable. A phone call or cheerful card in the mail can go a 

long way toward letting someone know they are being thought of fondly. For families who have enough, 

donating to a favorite charity in the name of a loved one can also be a great way to connect. Of course, 

showing gratitude for essential workers and, in particular, those in the helping professions may have 

particular meaning now more than ever.  

 

Whether your family is able to enjoy your holiday traditions in the same 

way as usual this year or you are making some adjustments, our family at 

McCaskill Family Services is here to support you in honoring your values 

and creating the best memories possible this and every holiday season. 

Like my family’s memory of being in the dark in an unfamiliar house and 

working together to create light, my sincere wish is the same for you and 

yours this holiday season.  
 


