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Holidays and the Expectations Minefield 
 

   Last month we looked at relational expectations and provided an expectation grid to assist in 

determining the validity of an expectation, which we’ll recap towards the end of this article. This 

month we are stepping into an expectation mine-field: The Holidays. For many, holiday 

expectations focus on family, food, traditions and football.  For others the expectation can be a 

less cheerful and center on dysfunctional family interactions.  For those in ministry, it is often the 

best and worst of both worlds. We step into this season with thankful hearts and the celebration 

of the Messiah, but with the burdens of hundred of seasonal tasks and hundreds expectations, 

some internal, some external. So how do we maintain the “spirit of the season” in the midst of all 

these expectational dynamics and drama? May we suggest three things: Awareness, 

Communication, and the expectation grid? 

 

   First is an awareness of your own expectations as the days approach. This awareness comes 

through thoughtful self questioning: What do I hope will happen this holiday? What do I hope 

will not happen this holiday?  How do I think others will act/speak during holiday events? What 

will I do/say if they act/speak as I expect they will? Some of these questions may bring feelings 

of dread and foreboding based on past experiences, but this awareness will help bring to the 

surface your own feelings so you can prayerfully prepare grace-filled responses to expectation 

“bumps.” Bumps are situations when we bump against someone’s expectation or someone 

bumps against ours. Bumps can trigger strong emotional responses, especially during the stress 

of highly relational holiday gatherings. Remember, awareness is the first step in preparedness. 

Ask the tough internal questions and then bring the results to the Lord in prayer, asking for an 

extra measure of grace and patience. 

 

   Whenever expectations are an issue (i.e. Always!), effective communication is a must.  This is 

never truer than when relational bumps occur.  Please note the use of the word “when” and not 

“if.” Bumps will happen and the big question is how will you handle them? Our response 

depends on our own emotional health and that depends on our preparedness stepping into the 

situation. One method of defusing a bump is to take the high-road by taking a one-down position. 

Taking the high road means refusing to slide down the slippery-slope of conflict (toward escape 

or attack) (See Peacemaker Ministries).  Taking a one-down position means asking the person 

involved to help you understand the expectation you just bumped into. A gracious defusing 

response might be: “I’m sorry, I appear to have bumped into an expectation you have regarding 

this situation. Will you help me understand what I just did?” This type of response can take the 

fire out of the bump and put the other person in a position where you can ask them for help in 

understanding. And the process may actually help them come to awareness and understanding of 

their own expectations. And at this point we can bring in the expectation grid into the 

conversation.   

 

   The expectation grid is the filter we shared last month for determining the validity of an 

expectation: (Peter Scazzero, Emotional Healthy Spiritually p.191) 

 
 Conscious? Am I aware of it? Are they aware of it? 



Page 2 

 Realistic? Can this really be done? Does it fit the person and/or position?  

 Communicated? Was the expectation communicated clearly? 

 Agreed Upon? Did we understand and agree to this expectation? 

 

The grid provides a framework for asking grace-filled questions, either to yourself or from the 

one-down position as you seek understanding. And often, once the source of the expectation is 

understood, the door may be open to a resolution of the issue through mutual agreement.   

 

   The key to successful navigation of any minefield is knowledge and preparedness.  Through 

awareness, communication and the expectation grid you can learn how to navigate and deactivate 

expectation mines, making the holidays less stressful and more enjoyable.  

 

Walking the Expectation Minefield with You, 

 

In Christ,  
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