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It happened about sixty years ago. 

There was a small family in the mountains of Austria—a poor minister of the church with 

his wife and children, high up under a big layer of snow. 

There was no electricity, no telephone, no radio. In the kitchen they had a pump which 

remained frost-free. In the shed behind the house they had three milch-goats and four chickens. 

The village was in the next valley far from their house. That winter a lot of snow had fallen and 

fresh layers were added almost every night; nevertheless, Rev. Karl Menger went out to visit sick 

people when someone came to bring him there. It could take him all day, but he never refused. 

As a family, he and his wife Elise, and their children, Hanna, Deborah and Peter, shared 

the happy and the sad days in life with the members of the church, under all circumstances. The 

girls helped their mother gladly with taking care of their little brother. They were all in good 

health and they felt blessed in the simple wooden house. 

They had scarcely enough clothes. They made everything themselves and they repaired 

old clothes with pieces of a curtain or a blind. 

In the cellar they had stone jars with salted beans and sauerkraut. Often their breakfast 

was only a slice of gingerbread with a cup of tea without sugar. 

They knew that their province struggled that year. The minister prayed every day for 

them all. 

In those days the whole of Reformed Churches in Austria counted 16,000 people 

(seminary in Vienna). 

The children could not get a gift at Christmas, as was the tradition; they needed the 

money for food. Elise knew that Hanna would have loved to get a pair of skis, and Deborah 

hoped that someone would give her a new doll on which she could try out her ideas of dressing. 

There was nothing Elise could do about it and she asked God to make her more thankful for the 

things they did have. 

Hanna and Deborah understood that it was difficult for their mother and they did their 

appointed tasks with joyful devotion, more than ever. They also continued to do a good deal of 

work for the correspondence school, since some years ago they had become used to receiving 

lessons by mail. Hanna was a good help for her younger sister. She also always looked after the 

administration of the church for her father. Elise made the living room as cozy as possible and 

she served dinner on nicely garnered dishes, in front of the log fire of fir wood and cones. 

Deborah was feeding Peter, who was put in his high chair by Hanna, so that Elise did not 

need to strain her back. They sang together and praised God’s name for all His blessings. 

The morning before Christmas, Rev. Menger was called away by a young farmer with a 

horse and sleigh to see a member of the congregation who had had a heart-attack high up in the 

mountains while he was clearing snow. He was in a sorry state. Hanna put a woolen scarf round 

her father’s neck and fastened it with some safety pins. Elise helped him in his thick winter 

overcoat. 

When it became dark, Deborah put the oil lamp on and her mother went to sit behind the 

small treadle organ and she taught the children two more Christmas songs she had found in an 

old book. Later they kneaded dough for bread and put it in the oven of the big farmer’s cooking 

range. Then it was time for Peter to go to bed. 



That night, when the girls were already asleep, Karl was brought home, grown numb with 

cold, exhausted by the great distance traveling over the frozen snow. 

Elise pulled off his boots; the thin worn-out socks slipped out with them. His feet were 

swelled up. 

She made a cup with warm goat’s milk with anise for him. They sat in front of the fire 

with clasped hands and looked silently at the flames. 

Suddenly they heard the sound of jingling bells. A big sleigh with two horses stopped in 

front of the house and there was a knock at the door. Karl stood up and opened the door. At the 

stoop stood Deacon Merton Gaulhofer who was of Hungarian heritage. 

“Well, minister,” he said, “Just before it became dark, a big box was delivered, express 

goods. It’s for you. I could not leave my business at once, but I thought I should bring this yet. 

After all, I am the postmaster. My wife thought we had to give you this turkey for Christmas, and 

some other things which could come in useful.” 

He put down a basket with apples, a bag with flour and a bottle with olive oil. He 

grinned, walked back to his sleigh and left clouded in flying up snow. 

Karl and Elise brought everything to the table in the living room, and he took a knife to 

open the box. The first thing, that came out of it was a big new blanket of yellow wool, and from 

under it came all kinds of clothing for the whole family. 

“Praise God from whom all blessings flow,” said Elise. 

“Amen,” said Karl. “I have noticed how worried you looked the last couple of weeks.” 

They took more out of the box. Packets with dried fruit, a butter cake, a long sausage, a 

slab of bacon, some books, a small box with sewing things, an envelope with money, and a doll 

dressed in the traditional costume of Tirol. They displayed it all on the table. 

Early the following morning the children discovered the gifts and they were very excited 

and surprised. Deborah rocked the new doll in her arms and sang a cradle song. 

Their breakfast became a kind of thanksgiving dinner. Rev. Menger prayed, with 

emotion. 

They still remember that Christmas. The old house is also there, lovingly restored, and 

the retired minister with his wife went back too—after some years in the western and southern 

parts of the country. 

The children married. Hanna lives in Hungary, Deborah in Germany, Peter in Linz. There 

is now central heating in the house and there is a bus stop (the driver brings and picks up their 

mail every day). The Mengers have ten grandchildren, which often come to see them on the 

school holidays. Their eldest granddaughter intends to marry this year in Vienna. 
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