
 
  

“No matter who, no matter what, no matter how… you pray. 
Let’s say a prayer, this season, together, for peace.” 

           Mattie J.T. Stepanek 
A message from Jeni Stepanek, PhD (“Mattie’s mom”) 
 

Throughout his life, Mattie would create and share new poetry or prayers to celebrate December and the Christmas holidays. He loved that 
the winter holidays were all about love and light during such a cold and dark time of the year. And he loved that Christmas celebrated the birth 
of the Savior baby, who became a teacher and messenger of hope and peace and purpose for all people – some of Mattie’s favorite truths.  
 

When he was 2½ years old, Mattie’s first December “prayer-poem” was very brief. He simply asked God to bless his three siblings (who by 
then were all deceased), and to bless the Christmas tree (which to toddler Mattie, was a tangible expression of all the things that made 
Christmas so special, and also a festive celebration of tradition for individuals and families and communities).  
 

At ages 3 through 5, he wrote about the specialness of “Christmas Stars” – which he said are gifts to people who “remember to look up,” and 
about the North Pole being wonderfully-close to Heaven – where his siblings lived. But he also wrote about the struggle to find holiday peace 
inside of his heart and mind and spirit as he tried to celebrate life while also dealing with the loss of his siblings and a young childhood friend.  
 

As he continued to grow older, and more aware of the needs of global neighbors and a lack of peace in our world, Mattie’s end-of-year 
offerings moved more and more towards a celebration of humanity, and a call for global unity – including collective voices joined in prayers for 
peace across diverse faiths. He was excited to print and illustrate copies of these expressions each year, and give them out to parishioners in 
our church, and to friends in our community, and to complete strangers that he embraced as neighbors – because they had connected in 
stores or on street corners. Mattie wanted to “give Jesus the gift of a birthday smile” by loving each neighbor – whether known or new to him.  
 

Throughout his childhood, poetry and prayers typically flowed from Mattie in an ever-ready and steady stream of words. Sometimes, he said 
God was the source of a creative expression, and that he was “the messenger” who shaped the poem or prayer with words for people and our 
world, so that God’s presence and purpose could be known and understood. And sometimes, he was humbly proud to share an expression 
that he said was a gift of purpose from his own thoughts and understandings. When he turned 13 years old during July of 2003 though, for the 
first time ever, Mattie began struggling to put poetry and prayers onto paper, or even into spoken words. He was still enjoying video games 
and chatting with friends and playing with his dog – typical activities for many new teenagers, but Mattie’s heart and mind and spirit were 
weighted with what he said was a realization that his time on earth was coming to a final transition. He told me that he knew God was proud of 
all he had done to live with purpose, but that there were no new messages to share, and that God was now a silent presence in his life. 
 

By the time December and the Christmas holidays were approaching, Mattie came to me – with sadness and frustration. “I’m 13, Mom. I’m a 
teenager, but still a kid,” he said. “Christmas is about embracing the truths of hope and peace. It’s about enjoying moments and others, with 
gifts and celebrations in the here and now. But for me, Christmas this year is about embracing the truths of eternal hope and peace. Those 
are the ultimate truths and gifts, but it is so hard to know that I will be leaving all of this. Even with pain, I love the here and now. I love living.” 
 

As a mom, I wanted to promise my son that he was wrong. I wanted to reassure him that he would have many more years to trim the tree and 
to wrap and unwrap gifts and to create Christmas poetry and memories. But all I could do was hold him, and pray – for hope, and for peace. 
 

Mattie also coped with this season of mixed feelings through prayer, and by relying on traditional activities, saying that the combination of the 
two helped him connect what was and is with the whatever of what next – and to do so with the gifts of purpose and choice. Instead of 
creating a new Christmas poem that year, he reflected on his expressions from previous years and re-shaped messages that he knew were 
rooted in hope and peace and purpose, saying that the messages he shared – whether from God, or from his own heart and mind and spirit – 
were timeless and universal truths. And, instead of me reassuring my child that things would be okay, it was him reassuring me. He told me 
that he was not “resigned” to God’s plan for him, but “accepting” of it, saying, “even the silence of God gives me strength, which gives me 
courage to accept the knowledge and understanding I have been offered.” He said that the prayers and traditions of the season reminded him 
that peace is possible – for our world, and also for every heart and mind and spirit if we choose to live with faith, and seek our Heavenly gifts.  
 

Mattie reminds us, and reassures us, that God, the Prince of Peace, is with us – in silence and songs, and poetry and prayers, with purpose 
and strength. Peace is possible during celebrations and sufferings – peace within, peace with others, peace with our world, and peace with 
God. Let us remember this as we trim our trees and wrap and unwrap gifts this season. Oh come, oh come, Emmanuel – God with us. 
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Let us pray: Dear God, Please strengthen our hearts and minds and spirits with Your gifts of 
presence and purpose during this season of waiting and love and hope and light, as we prepare for 
celebrations with prayer and traditions. During times abundant with blessings, and times weighted 

with burdens, help us remember that You are near, so, peace is possible, for us, and from us. Amen. 
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Suggested conversation and activity tips for exploring the message using 
Mattie’s “Three Choices to Peace” template à 

Reflect (Want/Seek), Respond (Live/Make), Reach Out (Share/Bring) 
 

Read “December Prayer” by Mattie J.T. Stepanek 
-- a Heartsong he penned at age 9 --  

to express “peace is possible.” 
 

This poem can be found on this page and in his book, 
Journey Through Heartsongs (Hyperion, 2002) 

 

 
 
 

Listen to Mattie share his “December Prayer” poem here…  
 

Watch global neighbors share “December Prayer” here… 
 

 REFLECT on the message within…  
 Prayer, meditation, and thoughts; journaling and conversation…  
  What does this message mean to you?  
  Do you want this message in your heart, mind, and spirit? 
  How can you SEEK to embrace this message in attitude?  
 
RESPOND to the message with others…  
 Words and group discussions; actions and deeds…  
  What does this message look like from you, and with others?  
  Can you live this message in your private and public life? 
  How can you MAKE this message a part of your life in habit? 
 
REACH OUT with the message for our world…  
 Beyond classrooms, family, or community; projects, connections…  
  What does this message become when offered to others?  
  How can share this message in your community? Beyond? 
  How can you BRING this message to other people as a reality? 
 

 
 
 

Children, Tweens, & Teens: 
Read Mattie’s “December Prayer” poem 

(in Journey Through Heartsongs or above). 
 

Reflect: 
• There are many December and winter holidays 
   that are about peace. Consider some of them 
   (e.g., Mawlid, Hanukah, Christmas, Solstice, Kwanzaa…) 
• Who does Mattie say should pray for peace? 
• How can we pray differently, yet together?  
 

Respond:  
• Draw pictures, shape poems, or share prayers  
about “celebrating peace” across different faiths. 
• Create a collage showing how different faiths 
  celebrate winter holidays, with peace, together. 
 

Reach Out:  
• Share your creations and expressions with  
   other classrooms or family members. 
• Plan a “Peace Meal” that includes food and 
   traditions that are a part of different faiths. 
 

Families, Classrooms, Businesses, Communities:  
Read Mattie’s “Recipe for Peace” poem 

(in Reflections of a Peacemaker or HERE…) 
Reflect:  
• What are some of the “ingredients” Mattie listed for peace? 
• Consider ingredients for a “Recipe for December Peace” 
 

Respond: December is a time when many people celebrate 
 “recipes” for holiday gatherings. As a family, class, office or 
group, re-shape Mattie’s poem with lists of ingredients that create a 
recipe for “peace, together” across faith traditions.  
 

Reach Out: Share the recipe -- as a poem or poster.  
Move the recipe from “attitude to action” through an activity or  
    project that brings this gratitude message to another group. 
 Consider a cookbook with recipes representing diverse cultures,  
   each accompanied by a story and/or prayer.  
Invite people of different faith traditions together for a Peace Meal. 
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