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Rejecting Commercialism and 
Embracing What’s Important

At some point between the age 20 and 30, I began to dread 
Christmas. Oh, I loved the idea of Christmas, but when it came 
right down to it, I disliked it. I had secretly become the Grinch.

I wasn’t always this way, mind you. Oh, no. 
When I was a child, Christmas was all wonder and joy, candy 
canes and toys.

But one day, five children later, I woke up and realized that 
Christmas for a women equals WORK, stress, and spending 
money you don’t have. 

It had become a test of stamina, rather than a joyous 
holiday.

I had been handed the “Make Christmas Merry” torch that so 
many tired women before me had been handed--and I was not 
handling it well.

Christmas seemed like the Mount Everest of my yearly 
responsibilities. I recalled that my own mother seemed to pull 
this feat off oh-so effortlessly. I breathed a heavy sigh, “sainted” 
my mother in my own mind and wondered what was wrong with 
me. 



I wanted to enjoy the holiday, and I wanted it to be merry for my 
children, so I began rethinking the day and realized that 
somehow, somewhere, something had gone wrong. I had been 
duped. 

I had fallen victim to the major marketing agenda of the holiday 
season.
 
I had embraced the message that if I really loved my children, I 
would make “magic” for them. In other words, I would spend on 
them.

I had equated buying big with loving big. 

And I had assumed that all Christmas celebrations were created 
equal, as in, we needed to try to do as much as possible (run 
ourselves ragged) to have a holly, jolly Christmas.

Have you ever assumed any of these things? I believe these ideas 
start with wholesome motives that spiral out of control. I mean, 
who doesn’t want to make Christmas meaningful for their family? 

Here’s what I did: 

I decided to embrace four things that I believe help us slow down 
and focus on what’s meaningful during the Christmas season:  
frugality, creativity, thoughtfulness and simplicity.



Four Sisters and What We Love

Before we talk about embracing these four things, I want to share 
a little bit about our background so you know where we are 
coming from and what we love. 

We come from a very artsy, creative family of four sisters. 

An ideal get-together with my sisters might include watching old 
movies, chatting over coffee, scouring magazines for ideas, trying 
new hairdos and sharing great recipes. 

But most often we talk about decorating our homes. We grew up 
in an old Cape Cod style home that looked like it should have 
been in Country Living. My mother loved to decorate.  Our home 
decorating talk turns into a “let’s take a quick ride to so-and-so 
country store.” However, these shopping trips rarely end in a 
purchase. 

You see, we are plagued with a deep rooted New England malady. 
As Yankees, we believe we can surely make it ourselves better, 
cuter and for less money.

Beth and Hannah are primitive crafting ninjas. They come in very 
handy when decorating on a dime. Amy is the queen of frugality. 
She always has great money saving tidbits for us. So, put us all 



together in one room and we could talk “make it for less” ideas all 
night. And then we go home, and stay up all night crafting.   

Most of the decor in my home is from yard sales or DIY projects. 
There is something rewarding about finding something old and 
giving it new life again. And then there is the reward of having 
your sisters ooh-ing and aah-ing over it, confirming that it came 
out “cuter than the magazine.”

My grandmother is very frugal and creative. She always framed 
some sweet print and we’d all ask, “Where’d you get that picture, 
Grandma? We love it!” She’d say, “Well, I just cut an old calendar 
apart-- And that old frame?-- It was some old thing I dug out of 
the cellar.” We all admired our creative matriarch. 

In recent years, I’ve had to tell our kids that Christmas would be 
“small” due to financial restraints, children’s braces and looming 
college bills. 

But that didn’t mean we couldn’t make our own fun. 

We’d roll up our sleeves and make gifts for friends: homemade 
potpourri, paper cuttings, hand stitched ornaments or snowmen, 
hand poured candles, or paintings. 

There are so many cute things you can make with simply paper, 
glue and scissors. Really, you just need a sprinkle of creativity!

The recipes included in the book are recipes we enjoy at our 
family gatherings. As I was typing them, I realized that many of 
them would be considered “comfort food” which is code for loaded 
with butter, cheese, and all of the good stuff you aren’t supposed 
to eat on a regular basis. Use moderation when consuming my 
grandmother’s homemade toffee recipe, for instance. :)



Although we are sharing this task, you’ll notice that my sister 
Beth is writing the craft tutorials. When I tell you that this is her 
expertise, it is. Beth can take nothing and make something that 
people want to order twenty of right away! She has a chatty, 
informative writing style and I’m sure you’ll love her writing style 
and voice.  

Though we are sharing many ideas and tips in this book, the idea 
is not to add pressure or overwhelm you. Don’t think that all of 
these ideas can be accomplished in one holiday season. That 
would be nearly impossible. Simply use what works for you and 
your family. Take what you like. Leave the rest.

I hope that this book sparks your creativity, helps you to to live 
frugally, and to make fun memories along the way. In the end, 
the most meaningful things in life, aren’t things. 

Enjoy!
Sarah Beals 



Making Memories 
{without breaking the bank or running yourself ragged} 

First off, “frugality” for me does not come naturally and it was 
never my normal modus operandi. My mother taught me many 
good things, but frugality was not one of them. Decorating, yes; 
frugality, nada. She never really needed to be frugal, so I didn’t 
learn that from her. 

So, when I needed to learn it out of necessity, I really resisted it. 
I hated even the word.

I remember picking up the book Miserly Moms by Joni McCoy and 
reading it with my nose scrunched up in disgust. Each time I read 
the word frugal, my mind translated poor or depressing. (That 
book is now one of my all time favorite books, by the way, and 
yes, I realize how spoiled I sound.)

Whenever anyone offered to “share” a frugal recipe with me, I 
graciously but hesitantly accepted it. I smiled on the outside, but 
on the inside, I was cringing.

Now, five kids later, I understand the benefit of that little word 
frugal. (I’ll try not to use that word too often, in case you are still 
where I was, way back when, okay?)

Frugality doesn’t equal poor, depressed or cheap. Frugality is a 
tool. It helps you meet your financial goals. It helps you spend 
less than you earn so you can save more. You can be frugal in 
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areas that you can live with, and spend normally in areas where 
you can’t stand the thoughts of being frugal. Some people 
embrace frugality in food, or clothing but insist on spending on 
“experiences” like travel, etc. That is where frugality helps you 
meet your goals. 

To my husband’s amazement and utter shock, I have become 
accustomed to living on a budget, being frugal in areas I can live 
with, and saving for the important things. 

But, it all falls apart at Christmas time. 

All my ideals, my common sense, flies out the window and with it 
goes our hard earned cash. 

I cave to marketing pressure. I cave to societal pressure. I want 
to spend money we don’t have and run myself and my family 
ragged. 

It begins on Thanksgiving night as we flip through Black Friday 
sales flyers. I  actually contemplate standing in lines at ungodly 
hours of the morning, when I actually detest that kind of 
pressured shopping. I consider joining the hoarding masses, 
those in search of a providing a holly, jolly Christmas. The sales 
lure me. The deals call to me. My inner “efficiency” self wants to 
just get this done and over. I am wearing down. *

I try to rein myself in, regroup my thoughts, think through, and 
fight back. I talk to myself like a crazy woman. “Sarah, just say 
no. I am going to say no. There is no emergency here. Christmas 
day will not be a failure if I don’t go out at 4 a.m.”

Can you relate? I think we’ve all felt the “crazy” pressure. 



We actually contemplate finagling our finances to buy things we 
can’t afford, like those high price-tag electronics in the fliers. 

And women run after this doll or that toy which is in such high 
demand that there’s now a national shortage on it, and women 
are lining up-- even fighting--to be the first one to grasp ahold of 
it--all for the sake of their little cherub. Oh, my head hurts.

You see, in my right mind, I don’t believe that spending brings 
happiness. I can have a merry little Christmas with my family 
even on a meager budget. 

In this economy, many of us have meager Christmas budgets. We 
aren’t going to worry about this. We’re going to get creative with 
what we’ve got. We’re going to make thoughtful gifts.  And you 
need to realize that kids won’t remember the present ten years 
from now. They’ll remember the time you spent together. The 
ideas in this book are going to help you think creatively.  

**Note: (If you love this kind of shopping and get the world’s 
greatest deals using this method, I tip my hat to you and don’t 
want to rain on your parade. My mother in law enjoys this each 
year! I hope I have half her energy when I am her age!)



Rethinking Christmas Goals
In order to have a stress free, budget friendly Christmas, we 
need to plan! Failing to plan is planning to fail, and is setting 
ourselves up for unnecessary stress. The less money you have to 
work with, the more TIME you’ll need to be creative. 

Here we go. 

 #1: Stick to Your Budget Guns

Christmas is only one day. Don’t go into debt over it.

1.Determine who you must give to (husband, kids, family, etc.).
2.Determine who you’d like to give to (friends, teachers, etc.).
3.Decide on a cash limit for each person.
4.Put the cash in an envelope with their name on the front. Use 

that and no more to purchase their gift. 
5.If you don’t have cash, but instead have time, figure out what 

you can make for each person. Thoughtful gifts or homemade 
treats are always special. This book includes a section of gifts 
you can make for $10 or less, but many of them can be made 
for around $5.

#2. Think Creatively

Scour books for ideas. Don’t forget about your local library! Grab 
a coffee and head over for a few hours to page through the lovely 
Christmas books. There are so many great ideas that can be 
adapted, personalized and made even cuter than the original idea 
(See, it’s that Yankee tendency again!).



Search Pinterest for Christmas ornament ideas, or Google 
“Christmas ideas” using items that you already have on hand. 
For instance, if you have a cellar full of canning jars, google 
“canning jar gifts” or “canning jar recipes” or “ways to use a 
canning jar.” If you have felt in abundance, you can find ornament 
patterns online everywhere. Start with what you have. 

One year I had shingles. No, not the disease, the wooden house 
siding. We had re-shingled our home and we had barrels full of 
old, aged shingles. I took them inside, lightly sanded them, 
painted painted primitive looking snowmen, old fashioned 
Santa’s, Christmas Trees and stockings on the front along with a 
Christmas greeting like “Merry Christmas” or “Noel.” I drilled tiny 
holes in the sides, added a rustic wire hanger, a homespun tie, 
and gave these out my friends. I also made a bundle and sold 
them at a local country store. They cost me next to nothing, and 
they came out adorable.

Think outside the box: shop antique shops, yard sales, or second 
hand shops for quality items. One year I found pewter 
candlesticks $10/pair for my mother-in-law (who collects pewter) 
at Savers, a second hand store. I brought them home, cleaned 
them, added plaid ribbon, fake holly and ivy sprigs, and a pair of 
all natural beeswax tapers, and she loved them.
You can find children’s books, Lenox crystal, old picture frames 
and other valuable items at consignment shops. I have found 
beautiful Ralph Lauren fabric which I turned into several aprons 
for just a few dollars. 



#3. Value Thoughtful Gifts

Spending money on someone doesn’t necessarily mean that you 
value a relationship. Of course, we want to be as generous as we 
can be, but sometimes when we can’t afford to be generous, 
thoughtfulness can make up the difference. 

Thoughtful gifts tell someone “you remembered” something about 
them. A friend loves it when you give a gift that says I know you 
love Jane Austen or dark chocolate, or both!
Thoughtful gifts can be small, silly, or handmade, but they should 
always include a tag that explains why this gift made you think of 
the recipient.  

I have a friend whom I have written to for over fifteen years. 
We’ve exchanged Christmas gifts by mail. Some years our 
presents to each other have been expensive, sometime 
inexpensive, but they are always thoughtful. Susana wraps each 
gift exquisitely, tucking greenery into the gorgeous ribbon and 
beautifully handmade Christmas tag. She always tells me what 
she was thinking when she “picked up” the little something for 
me.  She lets me know how she made something and why she 
thought I’d love it. It always touches my heart, which is exactly 
her intent. 



#4. Celebrate Simplicity
 
 Life is what you make it. Sometimes we make it 
just.plain.too.busy.
 
Simplify your expectations. You don’t need to drive out of state to 
see a holiday attraction, or pay top dollar to see the Nutcracker at 
the Wang Theatre in order to celebrate well. Your kids will be just 
as happy popping a pan of popcorn over the stove and settling in 
to watch Christmas Specials as a family, or jumping in the car to 
take a drive to see the Christmas lights in your neighborhood. 

Simplify your calendar. You can’t enjoy the season if you are 
running all the time. Ruthlessly CUT unnecessary activities from 
your calendar, making time for what is important to your family.

When you receive an invitation for a holiday outing, it is just 
that--an invitation--and it doesn’t become an obligation until you 
make it one. :) 

Don’t accept the invitation if it means you’ll be running for five 
straight days in a row with toddlers in tow, or if it means that 
your kids will miss decorating sugar cookies or other traditions.

Pencil in at least four or five “family times” right near Christmas. 
Yes, right now. I’ll wait while you go grab your calendar. 

Do it now, so that when someone asks “Do you have anything 
planned?” or “Are you available?” you can answer, “No, I’m sorry. 
We’ve already made plans for that date,” and live according to 
your ideals. 



Ask your children what they love to do during the Christmas 
season, write their favorites down on the calendar, and plan to 
make it happen.

I was surprised by my own kids’ answers. Holly, Hope and 
Rebekah all answered, “ice skating on Grandpa’s cranberry bogs” 
and “playing/being with cousins” when I asked about their 
favorite activity. Emily and Matthew both enjoy outdoor winter 
sports. They all love sipping hot chocolate and watching old 
Christmas movies as a family. Those are pretty low cost items. 

Too often kids get pulled along to adult activities without much 
consideration given to their little likes and desires.  
 
Talk to each member of your family and ask them what they 
enjoy! Write each suggestion down and plan to make it happen. 

This means that you might have to say “NO” to many good, fun 
and pleasant things in order to slow down and savor the holiday.

You can’t do it all. Traditions and family memories take time.
 
It takes time to roll out sugar cookies with your children and to 
snip and cut beautiful paper snowflakes, then iron them and hang 
them around your home. 

It takes time to sit with an older woman in a nursing home. Time 
seems to slow if not stop when you’re sitting and reading picture 
books to your toddler. But, believe me, whenever you impact a 
life, you are making your time matter. You’ll rarely regret time 
spent one on one with your family or friends.

Again, beware: this doesn’t come easily in a fast paced, 
production-oriented culture. 



You’ll have to fight the norms of our instant and impatient culture 
that really believes that you can have it all without losing 
anything. 

Sometimes putting on the brakes in this rat-race causes friction. 
People may not understand, and will expect that because 
everyone else does, you should, too.

I know women who run from activity to activity and drag their 
kids with them with no regard for their feelings. I doubt the 
holidays are enjoyable for these kids.

Decide what you want your kids to remember and pursue that.

If you value reading aloud, write that on your calendar. Choose 
books, and make an occasion of it. I have a friend who purchases  
24 used picture books throughout the year at yard sales or library 
sales, then wraps each one. Starting December 1st, her children 
open one book a day and she reads it aloud to them.

Another friend has children who like to bake, so they spend lots 
of time baking sugar cookies, frosting gingerbread men and 
making goodie bags for neighbors. 

So for every Christmas event you attend, you are trading in your 
families precious time! Make sure it is worth the trade-off.
 
Hopefully the tips, ideas, and recipes in this book will help you 
think of creative ways and creative ideas to help you make merry 
on a meager budget this Christmas. 



Old Fashioned,
 Farmhouse Inspired Crafts

1. A Gift for the Birds
What gift could be better for hungry little birds in the cold winter 
months, when the ground is frozen and food is hard to come by? 
Edible bird seed ornaments, of course! 

To make, gather a dozen large pine cones from the yard. Be sure 
to include your kids! Next, coat the pine cones in a thick layer of 
peanut butter, plain or crunchy. Roll the peanut butter coated pine 
cones in a generous helping of bird seed. Shake off excess. 

Attach a pretty red ribbon to the top of each pine cone, to create 
an ornament, and head outdoors with the children. Choose a tree 
and decorate it for your feathered friends. 

Then sit back and enjoy watching the thankful birds feed on their 
sweet holiday treats throughout the winter months. Replenish 
your supply of bird seed ornaments as needed. 



2. Sparkling Vintage Snowballs

These sparkly and realistic looking snowballs make a beautiful 
wintery display, when tucked into just about any old container 
you can find in the home: old glass mercantile jars, wooden 
bowls, antique boxes, tins and baskets.

Simply arrange some fresh greens, and seasonal red berries in 
your favorite container, and top with a pile of these old fashioned, 
vintage-inspired snowballs for a cozy touch in any corner of the 
home! Or display them alone in a tall vase on the Christmas 
dinner table. 



They also make a wonderful homemade gift for family and 
friends, because they are so affordable and simple to create!

To make, purchase several Styrofoam ball in varying sizes at a 
local craft store or online. 1"- 3" balls look most realistic.
Roll each Styrofoam ball in a thick coating of white wall plaster. 
This can be found at any local hardware store.

While balls are wet with plaster, roll them in a generous amount 
of MICA Glitter (also called mica flakes), which can be purchased 
on ebay or other online craft stores. 

Gently shake off excess glitter and carefully place wet snowballs 
on a tray lined with wax paper. 

Repeat process with all Styrofoam balls until each is covered in 
plaster and mica glitter.
 
Snowballs should have a bumpy appearance, like real snowballs. 
They should not be perfectly smooth.

Allow the snowballs to dry thoroughly for 48 hours or more, 
checking daily for dryness and turning as needed.

Enjoy arranging your snowballs in creative ways throughout the 
home, or bag them up by the dozen, in clear cellophane bags, 
tied with Christmas ribbon, for gift giving.

Add a handmade gift tag stamped with the words "Let it Snow," 
"White Christmas," or some other whimsical message!
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To read great review of our ebook and what other bloggers are saying, read here: http://
joyfilleddays.com/what-others-are-saying-about-merry-christmas-meager-budget-
review-line-up/

So, brew up a warm mug of tea and sift through all the great ideas in this book. Youʼll be 
inspired!
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