 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Christmas Midnight Yrs 1, 2, 3 (no text)


OUR CHRISTMAS CRIB

In 1223, St Francis celebrated Christmas at Midnight in a way that had never been thought of before.


St. Francis is often credited with giving us the first Christmas Crib. While his devotion to the Christmas mystery no doubt influenced our modem custom of arranging Nativity scenes in our churches and homes at Christmas time, what Francis did at Greccio was different.

 
Early Franciscan sources make no mention of statues or images there, not even of Mary, or Joseph or the Baby Jesus. Only the manger, hay, the ox and the ass are mentioned as stage-props.


The originality introduced by Francis at Greccio was the close bond between manger and altar. What Francis "invented" at Greccio was the "Eucharistic manger".

 
At Greccio, not the image of the Infant but the Eucharistic species themselves were placed over the manger - the manger was the altar. Francis showed strikingly that the two great mysteries, the Incarnation and the Eucharist, are intimately connected.

 
Francis noted the close association of the two mysteries also in his writings: "See, daily He humbles Himself as when He came from the royal throne into the womb of the Virgin; daily He comes to us in humble form; daily He comes down from the bosom of the Father upon the altar in the hands of the priest" (First Admonition).


The word "Bethlehem" means "House of Bread". For Francis, Christmas is above all else the coming of him who is the "Bread of Life" and "the living bread come down from heaven". 


While keeping Francis’s “novelty” in mind, I would like to summarize what his biographer, Friar Thomas of Celano, wrote about the Greccio crib (1 Cel. 30).


The Saint always wanted to observe the Gospel perfectly, but the humility of the Incarnation occupied him particularly.


He had a special devotion to the feast of Christmas after his missionary voyage to the Holy Land and after his visit to Bethlehem. On his return to Italy, he thought of an original way of representing Bethlehem and of bringing it to life everywhere.


At Greccio, a knight John had given the friars a wooded cliff above the town.



About two weeks before the feast, St Francis asked Sir John to see what he could do to celebrate the birth of our Lord. He said, "I want to do something that will recall the little Child who was born in Bethlehem. I want to set before our eyes in some way the inconveniences of his infant needs to see how he lay in a manger, with an ox and an ass standing by; how he lay on the hay where they had placed him. "


Came Christmas Eve, midnight. For the occasion, many friars were called from their various places to celebrate Mass. The people of the neighbourhood carried candles and torches to light up the scene. Midnight became as light as day.


St Francis arrives, sees that everything has been arranged according to his wishes and is delighted. The manger is prepared, the hay is strewn, the ox and the ass are led in.



Friar Thomas, who tells us about it, says, "In that touching scene, gospel simplicity shine out, poverty is exalted, humility is commended, and Greccio becomes a new Bethlehem."


The priest offers Midnight Mass with the manger as the altar. The Divine Child, under the forms of bread and wine, comes to the place, as much present to eyes enlightened by faith as he had been in the stable at Bethlehem.


St Francis is vested as deacon and sings the Gospel of the Saviour's birth. Then he speaks to the people, his mouth filled more with tender affection than with words. He recalls the birth of the poor King and the little town of Bethlehem.


Friar Thomas then adds a delightful touch. He says that Sir John, who had prepared it all, thought for a moment that he saw a real baby lying in the manger, but without life. Then he saw St Francis approach and take the child in his arms and waken it from its deep sleep.


The biographer then explains the "vision": "Jesus had been asleep in the hearts of people for a long time, until Francis restored the divine Child to life by his words and example."


The Christmas crib still entrances not only the very young but everyone. It penetrates to the meaning of the Gospel and presents the good news of our Saviour's birth in a way that pierces the hardest heart.


Let us pray that each of us, by the good example of a truly Christian life, may cause faith, hope and fraternal love to rise in everyone's heart. These are the clear signs of the living presence among us of the Child of Bethlehem.

