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By Paul N. Hanson 

Gift giving can be problematic, right? You’ve noticed, I’m sure, that many people give Christmas gifts that 

they would like to receive. That is probably not even a conscious decision. They simply have a pleasant 

feeling about an item, an experience, a treat; they universalize that good feeling without realizing they are 

doing so, and they make a gift of it. These givers get great pleasure from giving what they love. You can see 

it on their faces.  (Watch them—when the gift is opened, they are looking at the gift with a big smile.) 

Other people have learned how to observe, listen, and take note of what someone prefers or needs.  Their 

gifts often elicit a sense of awe: “How did you know?  It’s just what I needed!” These givers are focused on 

the person to whom they are giving. They are looking in their eyes, not at the present! 

My wife and I have adopted a “no surprises rule”. We simply ask one another what we want, down to the 

color, size, and make. And we get that.  And give it.  It is less dramatic, but this way I can be sure that I’m 

not projecting my wants onto her (like a new power tool) and ultimately disappointing both of us. 

Some churches are reflecting on this very dynamic—not with gift giving but with their ministry. They realize 

that they have been only offering to their neighbors what they themselves prefer. They have opened their 

church doors so people could perhaps come join in the worship, the fellowship, and the gifts that are 

important to the hosts and members.    

But when the doors remain closed, when worship and fellowship and food cannot happen in that way, it begs 

the question: “Is that all we are about?  Do we even have a gift that others want or need?” 

Here is the crucial moment. Do these churches and their leaders find ways to say, “Let’s find out what 

they want and need! Let’s just ask!” It seems simple, but honestly, congregations have assumed (or 

prescribed) the answer without really ever asking. That is risky. What if we find out that our goodies 

aren’t what they want or need? We might have to learn some new recipes. 

Then comes another, even more important choice point. What if we aren’t automatically the host, the ones 

who do the inviting, the gifting? Maybe true relationship calls us to be other peoples’ guests. To eat their 

favorite foods, learn the songs they know, receive the gifts they offer. Not so we can lure them into our circle 

but for the sake of knowing them and being In Christ together. 

How do you get yourself invited into someone’s life? Well, you try things.  You have a conversation and see 

where it leads. You notice what they say, and keep track of it. You talk about your own questions and needs 

instead of giving your answers. And you hang out there to see what happens—what the Holy Spirit might do 

with that moment. When we get to that space, we can’t help but have a sense of awe at what God is 

doing.  We might well wonder where it is church really happens and why we were so focused on inviting 

people into the church building in the first place. 

Could this pandemic be a gift?  No way.  But let’s seize the moment to ask some questions, pay attention to 

how we give gifts, and dare to try something new in this New Year. 

Your Turn 



How do we connect with others safely during this pandemic? We can listen to our neighborhoods and 

communities by reflecting on who lives there, and we can also invite engagement outside our doors in places 

like our parking lots. For example, consider putting up an outdoor prayer drop-off station to listen to what 

your neighbors need and pray for them. Here’s one way to do this.  (See below) 
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How to Create a Neighborhood Prayer Station 

https://faithlead.luthersem.edu/how-to-create-a-neighborhood-prayer-station/  
One powerful way of being present in your neighborhood is to pray for and with your neighbors. Don’t 

expect them to come to you, to your building, to your worship services; go to them. Be a presence of 

faithfulness and welcome where they are by setting up a simple prayer station. 

WHO 

This practice helps your congregation connect deeply with your neighbors. Don’t staff the prayer station just 

with pastoral leaders; invite lay members of your congregation to participate. 

WHY 

A neighborhood prayer station is an excellent way to: 

• Be a presence of spiritual refuge in your neighborhood 

• Deepen ties to your neighbors 

• Open opportunities for prayer, pastoral care, and evangelism among your community 

• Help congregation members feel more comfortable being public about their faith 

HOW 

1. Find a neighborhood event where community organizations can exhibit, such as a farmer’s 

market, county fair, arts and crafts show, expo, or festival. 

2. Set up a simple table. Include a sign with your church’s name, strips of cloth, permanent 

markers, and a display where the cloth can be tied, such as a loom, clothesline, or chicken wire. 

3. Invite people to write prayers on the strips of cloth and hang them on the display. 

4. Be available to listen, talk, and pray with those who need it. You’ll discover that this practice 

will open up life-giving conversations, if you’re looking for them. 

Prayer stations a gallery curated by LutherSeminary 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/lutherseminary/galleries/72157710790016312/  
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