
Sunday Sidebar:  December 23, 2018 

 

Saint Francis of Assisi 

     Born in Italy around 1181, Francis was renowned for partying and drinking in his youth.  After 

fighting a battle between Assisi and Perugia, Francis was captured and held for ransom.  He 

spent nearly a year in prison - awaiting his father’s payment - and according to legend, began 

receiving visions from God.  After his release, Francis heard the voice of Christ telling him to 

repair the Christian Church and live a life of poverty.  In response to this call, Francis 

abandoned his life of luxury and became a devoted follower of Christ, his reputation spreading 

all over the Christian world. He died in 1226 and is known as the patron saint of animals and the 

environment. 

 

   
The First Manger Scene 

      Among his  many other laudable accomplishments, St. Francis of Assisi is credited with 

staging the first nativity scene, in 1223.  He had recently visited the Holy Land, including 

Bethlehem, and he thought it would be a great idea to replicate the scene in his native Italy.  

Francis mentioned the idea to a good friend of his, Giovanni Vellita, a former military man who 

lived just a couple of miles away in the town of Greccio.        

     Giovanni got right to work setting things up.  The manger was prepared in a local cave, the 

ox and ass brought in, and an image of the infant Jesus was put in the crib.  And the 

townspeople were invited to bring torches and candles to light up the night.  On Christmas Eve, 

Francis came to Greccio and was delighted and very moved with emotion by all that he saw.  

The townspeople began to come in procession, carrying their torches, the friars sang hymns, 

and St. Francis preached a message about “the babe of Bethlehem,” while holding the little 

infant Jesus figure in his arms.  Francis’ devotion to the humanity of Christ was tender, 

understanding that God was not aloof from humankind.  God didn’t show off with overwhelming 

power but instead, God became small, vulnerable, and invited us to love, and to be as tender as 

God’s own heart; power redefined as affection and song.   

     On that glorious night in Greccio, the little Italian town was all but transformed into the little 

town of Bethlehem, far away geographically, but very present in spirit!  And St. Francis, who 

was famous for his devotion to fasting, ordered that all the animals be given a double portion of 

food.  Although there is a time and place for fasting, the coming of Jesus Christ into the world is 

a day of feasting and celebration.  And thus  began the tradition of the manger scene (or 

Presepio, as it is known in Italy).   The nativity scene’s popularity took off from there and within a 

couple of centuries, annual nativity scenes had spread throughout Europe.   

     Today in Greccio, one can still see the stone - perhaps three feet high and two feed wide - 

on which the hay was placed.  In the first scene, there were no figures of Mary and Joseph, just 

Jesus and the ox and ass.  Eventually, others exercised their own artistic license and added 

Mary and Joseph, shepherds and sheep, cows and doves, angels and wise men...and 

sometimes even a little drummer boy! 

     So whether your child is playing King # 2, Mary or Joseph, or some random shepherd, no 

worries.  It’s all good and artistic interpretation is always permitted!   

   

 


