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"Yes, Santa Claus, there is a Virginia! Gifts from the Heart
is a gift that keeps on giving, a miracle disguised as a
book. It offers an array of imaginative and inspiring
alternatives to a Yuletide spending frenzy."
— Janice Kennedy, the Ottawa Citizen, the Vancouver Sun

"A Christmas book that gives and gives—innovative
and caring."
— The Canadian Centre for Philanthropy

"Gifts from the Heart has become my Christmas manual.
Virginia’s focus on giving, her very practical ideas,
recipes and crafts, and her contagious upbeat attitude
have helped Canadian Living readers through the hustle
and bustle of Christmas.  The extra bonus: the book
sales help fight cancer!"
— Catherine Gray, editor and producer of Canadian
Living Online



Gifts from 
the Heart

Virginia Brucker

Simple Ways to Make Your Family’s 
Christmas More Meaningful

INSOMNIAC PRESS



Copyright © 2006  by Virginia Brucker

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be repro-
duced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form
or by any means, without the prior written permission of the
publisher or, in case of photocopying or other reprographic
copying, a license from Access Copyright, 1 Yonge Street,
Suite 1900, Toronto, Ontario, Canada, M5E 1E5. 

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication

Brucker, Virginia, 1953-
Gifts from the heart : simple ways to make your family's

Christmas more meaningful / Virginia Brucker.

Includes index.
ISBN 1-897178-30-1

1. Christmas.  2. Christmas decorations.  I. Title.

GT4985.B784 2006  394.2663  C2006-903481-8

The publisher gratefully acknowledges the support of the
Canada Council, the Ontario Arts Council and the
Department of Canadian Heritage through the Book
Publishing Industry Development Program. 

Printed and bound in Canada

Insomniac Press, 192 Spadina Avenue, Suite 403
Toronto, Ontario, Canada, M5T 2C2
www.insomniacpress.com



This book is dedicated to families everywhere





Acknowledgments

I would like to thank Caitlin for her beautiful cover,
Paula Young for her illustrations, all of the children at
Nanoose Bay Elementary School who enthusiastically
contributed to this book, and the parents who provided
their permission to share their children’s work. I would
also like to thank all of the children, parents, and teach-
ers I have worked with over the years—many of the
ideas in this book were inspired by the “gifts from the
heart” you have so generously shared with me.

I’d like to acknowledge Tom, Ian, Candice, Steve,
Dee, and everyone in my school district for their help. 

Thanks to Dave Ross for his generosity, and to all of
the wonderful people who supported our book in so
many ways. And thanks to our family, friends, and co-
workers for their encouragement and delicious recipes.

My heartfelt appreciation to Janice Kennedy at the
Ottawa Citizen, Catherine Gray and everyone at
Canadian Living, CBC Radio, and all the busy people in
the media who took the time to share our story with
their readers and listeners.

I’d like to recognize the staff and volunteers at the
Canadian Cancer Society for the “gifts from the heart”
they give to so many.

To all the marvelous people who work in libraries
and bookstores, thanks for all you do to share “the gift
of literacy.” 

I would like to give a very special acknowledgment
to Mrs. Donna (Blackwell) Bellavance, my high-school
English teacher, whose encouragement changed my life
forever. 

Another special thank you to Mary Hunter, who
put me in touch with Katherine Gibson, who in turn



generously mentioned Gifts from the Heart to her pub-
lisher. Their acts of kindness led me to Insomniac Press. 

Thanks to Mike O’Connor and the staff at Insomniac
for believing in this book; their faith and hard work
brought this revised and expanded edition to you. A
special thanks to Dan Varrette for his perceptive and
patient editing.

Last, but never least, a special thanks to my hus-
band, Charlie, for his loving support and ongoing
encouragement.



Table of Contents

Introduction 13

1 The Gift of Giving 17
Ideas for selecting projects best suited to your family’s inter-
ests and abilities.

2 Volunteering As a Family 27
Meaningful ways to make a difference in your community
through volunteering.

3 Making Time 35
Tips for getting organized so you can find more time to create
a caring holiday.

4 The Gift of Gratitude 51
Easy ways to show people we care about them and to encour-
age children and adults to savor the blessings in our lives.

5 Fighting the Gimmies 61
Simple strategies for combating the dreaded gimmies.

6 The Gift of Imagination 71
Gift suggestions that encourage children to be more creative.

7 The Gift of Tradition 81
Easy, inexpensive ways to give the very special gift of fun-
filled family traditions.

8 O Christmas Tree! 89
Loving traditions featuring the Christmas tree.



9 Making Memories 97
Great ideas that help preserve your family’s special Christmas
memories.

10 Christmas and Divorce 107
Tips to help parents and children cope with Christmas as well
as ideas for making a blended family Christmas easier.

11 When the Holidays Hurt 123
Loving ways to reach out to friends and families who are deal-
ing with illness or loss during the holidays.

12 Comfort Food 135
Yummy comfort foods to share with family and friends all
winter long.

13 An Animal Lover’s Christmas 153
Suggestions for sharing the Christmas spirit with our animal
friends.

14 The Gift of a Green Planet 163
Ideas for people who want to be good to our planet.

15 Celebrating with Books 173
Dozens of ways to share the gift of literacy. 

16 Remembering Seniors at Christmas 183
Thoughtful ideas that encourage children and adults to be
more involved with seniors.

17 With Love from Grandma and Grandpa 197
Suggestions for grandparents who want to connect with their
grandchildren throughout the year.



18 Sharing the Joys of Cooking 205
Delicious recipes for Christmas treats and simple holiday
snacks children can create themselves.

19 The Gift of Good Company: Party and Potluck
Favorites 227
Superb tried-and-true recipes to share with family and friends
at parties and potlucks.

20 Gifts from the Kitchen 245
Presentation tips and recipes for scrumptious gifts from your
kitchen.

21 Kid-Tested Crafts 269
Inexpensive projects using easy-to-find supplies and recycled
materials. All have been thoroughly “kid tested.”

22 Handmade with Love 297
Handmade presents that enable children to give their own
“gifts from the heart,” sure to delight parents, aunts and
uncles, and grandparents.

23 Wrapping It Up with Love 311
Easy ideas for personalizing gifts with handmade cards, tags,
and wrap.

Epilogue 325

Index 327



Do all the good you can,
In all the ways you can,
To all the people you can,
In every place you can,

At all the times you can,
As long as ever you can.

— Shaker Creed

The best parts of a good man's life are his little, nameless,
unremembered acts of kindness and love.

— William Wordsworth



Introduction

After teaching for almost thirty years, I’ve seen
many Christmas concerts, but each December I can’t
wait to see those tiny angels with shiny silver haloes
and wonky coat-hanger wings and the elves dressed in
oversized T-shirts with red and green crepe-paper hats.
Some of the little ones stand gazing out at the audience,
so amazed by the lights and the size of the crowd that
they forget to sing. There are always a couple of “live
wires” who spend their time on stage jumping up and
down and waving excitedly. And no matter what they
do or do not remember to do, somehow the kinder-
garten class always manages to steal the show. 

Everywhere you look, love is visible—you can
almost reach out and touch it in the auditorium. Our
Christmas concert is a special gift from the heart that we
give to ourselves and to our school community, and
each year we confidently announce that this year’s con-
cert is the very best one ever. Overwhelmed by the
magic of the evening, many of us quietly wipe away a
few tears. It is so incredibly beautiful that it makes our
hearts ache.

Several years ago, I was sitting on the sidelines,
waiting for my Grade One students to perform. I was
hoping to see a father from our class who had been very
ill with cancer. As I looked out into the audience, I
noticed an absolutely radiant young mother sitting in
the front row. I asked the teacher sitting next to me who
the woman with the gorgeous smile was and learned
that she was new to our school. She had three children
and had been fighting cancer too. As she looked up at
her kindergarten son and his class on stage, her face was
incandescent—she was truly luminous with joy.



A little later, a Grade Four/Five class sang “All I
Want for Christmas is to Keep the Things I’ve Got.” As I
looked past the beautiful mommy out to all the mothers
and fathers and children in the audience—to all their
eager, loving, expectant faces—to the grandparents sit-
ting next to their adult children, to the tiny ones snug-
gled up on their parents’ laps, I wondered how any of us
could bear to face a Christmas without the people we
love most. That evening, I decided to write a book to
raise funds for cancer research so that more people
would be able to spend the holidays with the family and
friends they cherish.

When I visited libraries and bookstores to research
what had already been written, I saw dozens of
Christmas books about making the holiday more glam-
orous. But I had an unwavering belief that there was a
place for a different sort of book, a Christmas book that
would encourage readers to connect with family and
friends in small but meaningful ways, a book that would
help them create a “feel good” rather than a “look good”
celebration. I wanted to share simple traditions that
would bring closeness and laughter in times of joy, and
comfort and consolation in times of sorrow. As an adult
whose own heart has been affected by loss, I knew that
that holidays can be an extraordinarily lonely time for
people who are depressed or ill or trying to hold it
together after a family breakup, so I decided to include
chapters about the difficult aspects of Christmas too.

Over the next few months, I began collecting chil-
dren’s writing and artwork, and I listened to their dis-
cussions about what makes the holidays special. We
often underestimate the perceptiveness of youngsters.
When you look at their contributions to Gifts from the
Heart, I think you will agree that children have a
remarkable talent for capturing the true essence of
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Christmas. While we may think they want the latest toy,
what they really want is our time and our love. They too
want to experience the joy of giving—those jigsaw puz-
zle wreaths and paper doily angels lovingly made by
small hands are how children show their love. 

I know, you are busy—we live in a stressful time.
But our leading such busy lives is precisely the reason
why it is important for us to make good use of the time
we do have. Children learn best by example. When we
take the time to create a more thoughtful Christmas, we
help them grow up to be the kind, caring people we
wish them to be. I hope Gifts from the Heart helps you
and your children to create a holiday rich with loving
memories and simple traditions and to experience the
joy that comes from reaching out to others not only at
Christmas, but also throughout the year.

Sincerely,

Virginia Brucker
www.webelieve.ca

Life is short and we have never too much time
for gladdening the hearts of those who are

traveling the dark journey with us. Oh be swift
to love, make haste to be kind.

—Henri Frédéric Amiel
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Chapter One
The Gift of Giving





Example is not the main thing in influencing others. 
It is the only thing.
—Albert Schweitzer

Children love to give—it’s fun to watch a loved
one’s face light up when they open a handmade card or
gift. Young children enjoy sharing; the challenge is help-
ing them maintain their enthusiasm for giving as they
grow older. If you model generosity at every opportuni-
ty when your children are young, they are likely to grow
up to be generous, thoughtful people. 

How do you begin? Early in the fall, have a meeting
to brainstorm all the possible acts of Christmas kindness
you can think of. Listen carefully to your children—they
have lots of good ideas to share. When volunteering or
making a charitable donation, let your children choose
the organization they would like to help. Adults can
then provide the support, the encouragement, and the
materials necessary for their success. It’s easy to become
overwhelmed during the holidays, so try choosing just
one project to get you started. Consider your family’s
strengths and interests to help you narrow down the
choices. Are you great pet lovers? You’ll find some won-
derful ideas in Chapter Thirteen, “An Animal Lover’s
Christmas.” Do your kids miss having older relatives
around? You’ll find lots of ways to connect with elderly
people in Chapter Sixteen, “Remembering Seniors at
Christmas.”



If you have very young children, making gifts for
grandparents is a great way to encourage giving.
Chapters Twenty-One, Twenty-Two, and Twenty-Three
have lots of kid-tested crafts.

In addition to considering the amount of time you
can find, think about your family’s finances. What kind
of project best matches your wallet? You may have time
to share, or you may find it easier to give money. Ideally,
we’d like to give both, but it’s one of the facts of life that
we seldom have both time and money to offer. Make
cash donations more meaningful for your children by
having them count the coins or bills together, and
involve them in the shopping, wrapping, or mailing of
your family’s gifts.

With your help, even very young children can make
meaningful contributions. Here are some suggestions to
get your family started:

� Collect your change all year long in a family “giving
box.” Decorate a jar or box in early January and save
as much as you can for next December’s special
projects. 

� Sign up for savings-bond deductions through your
payroll at work. Set aside some of your savings for
your own shopping and donate a portion to a spe-
cial cause.

� Give your children a small allowance and provide
the following guidelines: one third is for spending,
one third for saving, and one third for sharing. Let
your children decide how to donate their sharing
portion.
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� Help your children save part of their allowance to
purchase or make gifts for their brothers or sisters
and other family members. It’s easier for very young
children to understand the concept of giving to the
family first before extending it to a charity or the
community. 

� Decorate a large cardboard box with Christmas wrap
early in the fall. Every time you shop for groceries,
help your children pick out a nonperishable food
item to put into the box. Try to include some treats
as well as staples: pancake mix, syrup, hot chocolate,
and marshmallows would certainly make some-
one’s Christmas breakfast special. Drop it off at your
local food bank together.

� Help your children go through the toys collected
from fast food restaurants and check to make sure
they are in good shape. Package them into simple
homemade felt stockings or lunch bags decorated
with Christmas drawings or stickers. In addition to
the toys, include some well-wrapped Christmas
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candy and drop the bags off at a soup kitchen. The
kids who eat lunch there will enjoy receiving a spe-
cial Christmas goodie bag.

� Host a “giving party” where children or teens get
together and make cookies, small gifts, ornaments,
or cards to give away.

� Make up a Christmas care package for someone at
college or for a neighborhood family who has
moved away. Include some drawings and letters,
Christmas music, decorations, and, of course, a tin
of their favorite Christmas treats.

� Have a baby shower at your church, daycare, or
school. Decorate a big box or borrow a cradle for the
manger. Add a doll to represent Jesus. Encourage
families to bring items a baby needs, such as warm
clothing, crib sheets, formula, diapers, and sleepers.
Donate them to a transition house, shelter, or young
mothers’ group.

� Slip a gift certificate for a food store into a Christmas
card. Give it anonymously to a friend, family at
school, co-worker, or neighbor who needs a little
help this year.

� In early November, help your children look through
their toy box and closets for items to donate to your
local thrift store or family shelter. Make sure the toys
and clothing are in good shape—wash and mend
anything that needs sprucing up.
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Make helping others an annual tradition at your
workplace.

� Instead of exchanging gifts with co-workers at your
office this year, pick a charity to help. If each person
donates a few dollars, it will add up to a sizable
donation.

� Collect small items such as toiletries and candy for a
shelter or hospital. On your lunch hour, have a
“work bee,” where you all work together to fill small
baskets, bags, or stockings. You can make simple felt
stockings with pinking shears and some glitter glue!
Serve hot chocolate and cookies and play Christmas
music softly while you work.

� Organize a collection drive for winter coats. Do any
necessary mending and wash or dry clean the coats.
You may find a local dry cleaner will volunteer to do
them for free. (If so, make a large thank-you poster
to be displayed in their window. Perhaps their cus-
tomers will bring in more coats!) Publicize your coat
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drive in the local newspaper. When the coats are
ready to distribute, tuck some warm mittens or
gloves and a Christmas treat into each pocket and
donate your collection to a local shelter, the
Salvation Army, a preschool, or a needy school.

� Start a teddy bear drive. Police officers and hospitals
often give bears to children who have been trauma-
tized. Use the bears to decorate your office or school
entrance until it’s time for them to go to their new
homes. If you put up a notice explaining your proj-
ect, people who visit your office or business may
also want to contribute a bear. Because kids love
stuffed toys, this is a fun project for a school to
undertake.

� Organize a group from your workplace, church, or
service organization to volunteer for Habitat for
Humanity. This amazing organization helps build
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housing so that low-income families can purchase
their own homes. Sign up together to help in the
New Year. You’ll build team spirit while you work
and you’ll meet lots of wonderful people. Can’t
commit to help with painting or construction? Call
your local Habitat office to see what items are on
their wish list. They may tell you they need new
paintbrushes, primer, neutral colors of interior paint,
hammers, nails, and screws. Rather than exchanging
office gifts this year, collect money to send as a
group donation or hold a bake sale at lunch and
send Habitat the proceeds.

� Organize children or teens to assemble shoeboxes
filled with Christmas cheer for children in war-torn
or developing nations. Millions of boxes full of
grooming items and tiny treasures have been sent all
over the world. You can read more about it online by
doing a search under “Operation Christmas Child.”
You can modify the idea to share locally: schools can
make up shoeboxes filled with items such as mit-
tens, hats, snacks, and toiletries for homeless people.

Three things in human life are important:
The first is to be kind;

the second is to be kind;
and the third is to be kind.

—Henry James
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