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j Today we have turned Christmas info an exc
consumerism.

} Between Ilghis—s:rm;plng_ and gifts we ar i
e losin ili
to contemplate the humility and poverty of the %rt\?lz ?:;ILI:Z
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Pope Francis invites

us t o oenco

our society the
enchanting tradition
oof the Ch

cr che.

0

This papal
recognition does not
negate the obvious
similarities of that
celebration with the
medieval tradition of
staging the
Christmas mysteries .




Sal nt Franci so

the first staging of the nativity

but its connection to the Eucharist, the
way people present felt involved, and
the charism of the Saint of Assisi may
explain

’ ) Q L

why the popular belief has considered
Saint Francis as the initiator and
propagator of the nativity scenes.
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| ot he special, i1intle
atmosphere that surrounds Christmas
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~ developed in the Middle Ages, thanks
\ to St Francis o A
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He wanted the real protagonists to

be those present, including the ox Thomas of Celano states that even

and the donkey ot he forest ampll|f
v ' o

which, according to patristic
exegesis, represented the Hebrews
(ox) and the pagans (donkey).

and the boulders echo back the
joyf ul dCeb8)d 0 (
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P .
Our study 4
IS based on
T(?c;n}azorf] 05 Additionally, the Grecc_:io celebration is documented In
other Franciscan sources, notably in
account
(1Cel 84-
87),
and in Henr
- chapter 19 of - . in Julian of of :
_Whlch!sput Thomas of In his Speyerds Avranch
In relation to \ Cel an 0L _recently of Saint SPoem
that of oTreatiy dlsc\ov_ered CEr oancMits 6 the Life of
Bonaventure ™8 the era_cles oVita , sancti Saint
(LM 10,7). of Saint brevior 0 , Francisci ), Franci

Fr anc.i

(1232-1234).
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The Greccio celebration
shows Francis'
predilection for the
mystery of the Nativity,

For example, in Psalm 15
of the o0Off
Passiono, aut

himself, he writes: |

‘ In this way, he underlines
the humility and poverty
of the newborn

B
something he '
who, despite
had already being rich, chose
expressed on Opoverty
several wo r | 2LiF5) (
occasions.
;
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Some scholars suggest that Saint
Francis of Assisi may have influenced
the emergence of modern Renaissance
art,

which departed from the stylized rigidity
of earlier periods in favor of a more
tangible, vibrant, and vital approach.

to have contributed to recover the
sense of individuality

and would have reconciled humanity
with nature.
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In 34, Pope Liberius
officially confirmed

OHI ppol yt us

- I

In his commentary on the |
Book of the Prophet Daniel,
written in about a.d. 204,

e h B g

the celebration of the birth of
Jesus on that date,

was the first person to say - which was also the day of the
clearly that Jesus was born on | Roman feast of the invincible
25 December . 0 sun.
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The nativity scene,
with the ox and the
donkey next to the
child,

~ Eventually, an altar
and an oratory
were added,

Pope Sixtus Il (432 -
440)

ordered the
construction of a replica
of the Nativ
of Bethlehem in the
Roman basilica of Santa
Maria Maggiore,

already appears in a
fourth -century Christian
sarcophagus,

as well as pieces of the
wood of the Holy Cradle

which for this reason will
also be known as

brought from Bethlehem
and today preserved in

oSancta Mar a reliquary.

Praesepe.
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when the Muslims occupied
Bethlehem, thus preventing
Christian pilgrimages.
Since the Xl century, the Pope
celebrates Christmas there.

U

was probably inspired by this
celebration,

U

as well as by
experience during
to the Holy

Nis own
NiS journey

_and.
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Pope Nicholas IV commissioned
Arnolfo di Cambio to build a Nativity
scene

- =5 _ W
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4 £
: ~  Indoing so, he
A thcehzhz?teoof - Beatl\;]vdeelgéLZZQO together with was probably
chap ’ Saint Joseph, the inspired by the
highlight the Ardolfo sculpted three Magi. the o
relics of the life -size figures of J!, :
o 0X, and the celebration of St.
manger the Virgin and donkey _ T ——
preserved there. Child, ' R Greccio
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In the crypt of the Sistine
Chapel of Santa Maria
Maggiore,

\
N

thus constituting the oldest
Nativity scene with images.

U

with figures heading towards
the Child Jesus lying in the
manger,

U

would have become popular
much later, in the 15 ®-16®
centuries.
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The
celebration In fact, since the eleventh century, In

of St. Francis
at Greccio

addition to paintings and statues,

. . B

S /'— -
has similarities In which priests,

'

there were also

with the : deacons, and Mary, Joseph,
medieval - ?Ziitrﬂ‘;‘?.'ons laymen the Child, the
scenography of ' of I?he Christmas Incarnated the shepherds, the
the Christmas | T different Magi, etc.
mysteries. y characters: N
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forbade priests and deacons
to perform them at Christmas
time,

that Francis of Assisi had
previously requested

because they sometimes fell and obtained papal
INnto excesses. authorization.
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In his first life of Saint Francis,
written between 1228 and
1229,

Y

Thomas of Celano begins by explaining
that, with the crib celebration, Francis

sought
‘ -
’ g z 3
Ot o enact t he memor
t he Child Jesus an

bodily eyes the discomfort and the
poverty he endured (n. 84).
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Consequently, Francis intends

that all people authentically engage
with the mystery of the Incarnation

\.

by involving their physical senses,
meditation, and contemplation.
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Francis, filled with - During this event, the priest
Indescribable joy, prepares cel ebrates ot
for the celebration, 4 t he manger 6
=
highlighting the
poverty and
simplicity
surrounding
Jesuso
h— <

l
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Additionally, the
veracity of the
event Is also

validated through
the vision of a

virtuous man,

- v —

P

the man was
Kknown as o0Jo
Greccli o6 and
previously served

as a soldier.

The deep joy
experienced by
those present

- LL I
 Celano concludes
the narrative by
alluding to the
miracles that
happened in that
very place (87).

who witnesses
Francis cradling a
beautiful child.
According to
Bonaventure,

serves as
confirmation that
the Child Jesus had
been reborn in their
hearts (86).

'
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In this way, Francis shows
oOut of Greccirc that the believer can

a new Bet hl|l e h.ew venerate the holy places
anywhere in the world,

W =l

where the faithful can
participate without having to
move to the physical place
that the crusaders were
trying to recapture.

1 l —— %
-~

r

because what really matters
IS the spiritual experience.
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The monastic tradition offered
accounts about this human capacity

of reliving biblical events and places:

26



In the celebration

at Greccio,
Fraél]ggepl)roe}st?]rétsa Celano indicates that clergy  -laymen, men -women, nobles -
Church in which plebeians gathered in that cave

all are
protagonists.
- L W PaE
r Y~
There are

thus overcoming
the protocol

Each one
collaborates in

brethren
many different

and participated

: together, without rigidity of many :
and womenof & Mmerarchies or turgical and al share with
that | and® privileges, ceremonies of -

” the time. J0Y-
and poor. K
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Franci s preat . oebration was

S \tl\rlleerﬁatnneraogaf € ¢ made in full nature,
oon the man

bl eating she

Likewise, creation
joyfully takes part in
that cosmic

celebration.

N
An Only later that
site was
atmosphere of ‘ L
happy_ as a te
harmony Is PR
created with L
ot | constructed
Inanimate
creatures over the
' mangero
N~
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Celano emphasizes that
Francis' celebration
accomplishes more than
just a symbolic restoration
of the Church;

All the participants join in | Pope Francis elucidates
~ celebrating together the the novel relationships
presence of the newborn, ~ established there, stating:

- N
oeveryo
it also sows the | | a?c?ﬁﬂzrter?elgé%
seeds of a new ' ' |
i with no distance
humanity: between the
peaceful, original event
affectionate, and fnd those
egalitarian. ing in i
sharing in its
my st e Adb Q).
~_
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Francis' prophetic novelty was
not easy to understand and
assimilate.
\_

-

In fact, the
successive pictorial
representations of

this event gradually

remove the laity

from the center of

the scene

and place the
celebration within a
church, where the
hierarchical norms
of the time are
meticulously
observed.

These depictions
also mirror the
transitioning of the
Franciscan Order
towards a more
clerical and
conventual life.

1




U

It depicts twenty significant
scenes of Francis' life,

\
N

nine of which will no longer
appear in any artistic work
between 1250 and 1450.

Chi ar a

U

Frugoni

remains of the Christmas night
desired by Francis,

vibrant with songs and his
Intense words? A well -painted
ence.

S |

v

0

obs
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U -~ v
It was decided that this should

be the only official biography
of Saint Francis,

g " v

Bonaventure of Bagnoregio
wrote his oMajor

Including a new version of the and the previous biographies,
Christmas celebration (  LM); iIncluding those by Celano,

10,7). were ordered to be destroyed.
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The new text aim

clarify that Francis

For this reason,
Bonaventure

s to

Francis,

emphasizes that

— -

- This justification also

preaching to the

- people during Mass,

extends to Francis

had acted In
accordance with
canonical norms

wanting to prevent
the celebration

from being seen as

oa type o

a fact briefly
mentioned by

f Bonaventure.

obtained

Supr eme
Honorius Ill.

opetitione

permission from the

He makes no
reference to the
expressive body
language Francis

used.

P
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j After affirming that everything had been
| agreed upon with the Popée,

e

' \ Bonaventure omits the specific instructions
/ that, according to Celano,

Francis had given his friend J
ohn o
w brepare the location for the celebrn i

ation.

Bl



In contrast,

The motivation and purpose |
. Bonaventure

of the story also change.

—-—

) TR —
so that everyone
can follow the
footsteps of Christ
and be moved to
observe the Gospel
without gloss.

A - “‘

InCel antexd s
Francis seeks to
llustrate the humility
and poverty of the
Incarnation

oy

narrows it down to
oarousing
(LM 7,1).
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Bonaventure highlights
Francis's virtu
Godo

- v

he miracul ous He merely states
of Greccio, O example when considered by
[ el

uous and/t r the world,
A ‘ = I
e _
whose oholiness ma IS capable of arousing the

hearts of those who are sluggish
I N the failth of

J

the vision. o
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c

He also does not
mention that women
benefited from the
hay's healing

properties.

There is no explicit
mention of the
presence of women at
the celebration in
Bonaventure's account.

He likely deemed it
inappropriate to
mention women at
night in that secluded
place.

A W= vulia of rurta I oadrarm Ainors ©

He concludes the story
by attributing the true
reason for what
happened:

’
—

OoThus God gl
servant in every way
and demonstrated the
efficacy of his holy
prayer . o

For Bonaventure, the
miracles that would
occur lend credibility to

Sir John's vision.
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The Franciscan
school has

In Bethlehem =~

y 0 t tkiadness placed great
and generous . emphasis on
: love of Go the mystery of
‘; Saworvf}d God as
appeared generous love
| and pure
goodness.

’

/ NN 3 ?."/‘



U
because he does not come to

dominate, but to be
welcomed.

\
N

The almighty Lord unveils
himself in the destitution and
dependence of an infant.

U

he embraces poverty and
humility,

U

identifying himself particularly
with the poor, the humble, and
the needy.
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