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OF THE HOLY FATHER FRANCIS 

ON THE MEANING AND IMPORTANCE OF THE NATIVITY SCENE 

 

1. The enchanting image of the Christmas crèche, so dear to the Christian 
people, never ceases to arouse amazement and wonder. The depiction of Jesus’ 
birth is itself a simple and joyful proclamation of the mystery of the Incarnation 
of the Son of God. The nativity scene is like a living Gospel rising up from the 
pages of sacred Scripture. As we contemplate the Christmas story, we are 
invited to set out on a spiritual journey, drawn by the humility of the God who 
became man in order to encounter every man and woman. We come to realize 
that so great is his love for us that he became one of us, so that we in turn might 
become one with him. 

With this Letter, I wish to encourage the beautiful family tradition of preparing 
the nativity scene in the days before Christmas, but also the custom of setting it 
up in the workplace, in schools, hospitals, prisons and town squares. Great 
imagination and creativity is always shown in employing the most diverse 
materials to create small masterpieces of beauty. As children, we learn from our 
parents and grandparents to carry on this joyful tradition, which encapsulates a 
wealth of popular piety. It is my hope that this custom will never be lost and 
that, wherever it has fallen into disuse, it can be rediscovered and revived. 

2. The origin of the Christmas crèche is found above all in certain details of Jesus’ 
birth in Bethlehem, as related in the Gospels. The evangelist Luke says simply 
that Mary “gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in swaddling cloths, 
and laid him in a manger, because there was no place for them in the inn” (2:7).  

Coming into this world, the Son of God was laid in the place where animals feed. 
Hay became the first bed of the One who would reveal himself as “the bread 
come down from heaven” (Jn 6:41). Saint Augustine, with other Church Fathers, 
was impressed by this symbolism: “Laid in a manger, he became our food” 
(Sermon 189, 4). Indeed, the nativity scene evokes a number of the mysteries of 
Jesus’ life and brings them close to our own daily lives.................. 

7. Gradually, we come to the cave, where we find the figures of Mary and 
Joseph. Mary is a mother who contemplates her child and shows him to every 
visitor. The figure of Mary makes us reflect on the great mystery that 



surrounded this young woman when God knocked on the door of her 
immaculate heart. Mary responded in complete obedience to the message of 
the angel who asked her to become the Mother of God. Her words, “Behold I 
am the handmaid of the Lord; let it be to me according to your word” (Lk 1:38), 
show all of us how to abandon ourselves in faith to God’s will. By her ‘fiat’, Mary 
became the mother of God’s Son, not losing but, thanks to him, consecrating 
her virginity. In her, we see the Mother of God who does not keep her Son only 
to herself, but invites everyone to obey his word and to put it into practice 
(cf. Jn 2:5). 

At Mary’s side, shown protecting the Child and his Mother, stands Saint Joseph. 
He is usually depicted with staff in hand, or holding up a lamp. Saint Joseph plays 
an important role in the life of Jesus and Mary. He is the guardian who tirelessly 
protects his family.......... Joseph treasured in his heart the great mystery 
surrounding Jesus and Mary his spouse; as a just man, he entrusted himself 
always to God’s will, and put it into practice. 

8. When, at Christmas, we place the statue of the Infant Jesus in the manger, 
the nativity scene suddenly comes alive. God appears as a child, for us to take 
into our arms. Beneath weakness and frailty, he conceals his power that creates 
and transforms all things. It seems impossible, yet it is true: in Jesus, God was a 
child, and in this way he wished to reveal the greatness of his love: by smiling 
and opening his arms to all. 

The birth of a child awakens joy and wonder; it sets before us the great mystery 
of life. Seeing the bright eyes of a young couple gazing at their newborn child, 
we can understand the feelings of Mary and Joseph who, as they looked at the 
Infant Jesus, sensed God’s presence in their lives. 

Dear brothers and sisters, the Christmas crèche is part of the precious yet 
demanding process of passing on the faith. Beginning in childhood, and at every 
stage of our lives, it teaches us to contemplate Jesus, to experience God’s love 
for us, to feel and believe that God is with us and that we are with him, his 
children, brothers and sisters all, thanks to that Child who is the Son of God and 
the Son of the Virgin Mary. 

 

According to the Roman tradition, as will be performed by 

Pope Francis at the Angelus on Gaudete Sunday, December 

14/15, there will be a ‘Blessing of the Bambinelli’ – for our 

family cribs.  All are invited to bring their ‘baby Jesus’ to mass 

that weekend for a blessing. 


