
History & Meaning of Nativity Scene 

For centuries, the Nativity scene—sometimes called the crèche, crib, or manger—has 

helped Christians enter more deeply into the mystery of Christmas. Its simple figures, 

humble setting, and familiar characters speak a language of faith that crosses generations 

and cultures. 

Yet its origin is both ancient and surprisingly specific: it began with St. Francis of 

Assisi. 

 

The Origins: St. Francis and Christmas Eve, 1223 

The story goes that in the year 1223, while visiting the small Italian town of Greccio, St. 

Francis wanted to help the people contemplate the poverty and humility of the newborn 

Christ in a vivid, prayerful way. 

What he created was revolutionary for its time: 

• A manger filled with hay 

• An ox and donkey, recalling Isaiah’s prophecy 

• A simple outdoor setting, beneath the stars 

• And the Eucharist celebrated before it 

There were no statues at first—St. Francis wanted the manger itself to preach the Gospel: 

that the Lord of heaven chose to come among us in poverty, humility, and total love. 

This first crèche sparked the imagination of the faithful, and soon Nativity scenes—first 

live, then artistic—spread throughout Italy and eventually the entire Christian world. 

 

A Tradition That Grew With the Church 

By the 14th century, Nativity scenes were common in homes and churches across 

Europe. Artists and communities added elements that reflected their own culture: 

• shepherds dressed in local clothing 

• animals from the surrounding countryside 

• landscapes that resembled hometowns 

• kings and gifts rendered in regional styles 

Rather than distracting from the story, these cultural “translations” made tangible the 

truth that Christ comes for every people and every place. 

 



The Symbolism of the Nativity Scene 

Every element of the Nativity scene carries meaning: 

The Manger 

A feeding trough becomes the first throne of Christ. 

He is the Bread of Life, come to feed the world. 

The Infant Jesus 

Often placed last on Christmas Eve or Christmas morning, His presence in the manger 

completes the scene—Light entering darkness, God made flesh. 

Mary and Joseph 

Mary, full of grace, shows perfect openness to God’s will. 

Joseph stands as protector, guardian, and man of quiet fidelity. 

The Animals 

The ox and the donkey recall Isaiah 1:3— 

“An ox knows its owner, and a donkey its master’s manger”— 

a sign that even creation recognizes its Lord. 

The Shepherds 

The poor and overlooked are the first to receive the Good News. 

God’s kingdom begins at the margins. 

The Star and Angels 

Heaven and earth meet: angels announcing peace, 

a star guiding seekers to the Light. 

The Magi (added at Epiphany) 

They represent the nations—every people and every culture drawn to Christ. 

 

  



Why the Nativity Scene Still Matters Today 

The Nativity scene is not a decoration. It is a Gospel in miniature, inviting us to: 

• Slow down 

Amid December noise and hurry, the manger calls us back to stillness. 

• See God’s humility 

Christ did not come in power or comfort, but in poverty and simplicity. 

• Find ourselves in the scene 

Are we the shepherd? 

The tired traveler? 

The one still searching for the Light? 

• Reawaken joy 

The Nativity reminds us that God enters our world—our families, our struggles, our 

hopes—with tenderness and peace. 

 

A Christmas Tradition for Every Home 

Blessing the Nativity scene—whether simple or elaborate—helps families enter the 

mystery of Christmas together. Placing the figures slowly throughout Advent, or adding 

the Infant Jesus on Christmas, becomes a moment of prayer, gratitude, and wonder. 

The Nativity scene proclaims to us, year after year: 

“God is with us.” 

Not in theory, not from afar—but truly, humbly, personally. 

 


