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The Nativity Scene 

 
The nativity scene occupies a special place in Christian hearts.  The scriptures set 
forth the origin of the nativity scene in the details of Jesus’ birth.  Luke in his gospel 
reveals that after Joseph and Mary were unable to find room at an inn, Mary gives 
birth to Jesus in a cave or stable, where she wraps the babe in swaddling cloths and 
lays him in a manger. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
On Christmas Eve 1223, St. Francis of Assisi recreated the first nativity scene in the 
Italian city of Greccio. With the help of a local nobleman, Francis celebrated the birth 
of Jesus in a cave outside the town. The liturgy featured a hay-filled manger in front 
of the temporary altar, and as Francis preached, the nobleman arranged to have an 
ox and a donkey stand at the altar as well.  Thus, today’s nativity scenes are of 
Franciscan origins. 

We love the nativity scene because it shows God’s tender love as he, the creator of 
all that is, comes to us as a little baby, taking on our own nature for the sake of 
salvation. Setting up the Christmas crèche in our homes helps us to contemplate 
what took place in Bethlehem.  Since its Franciscan origins, the nativity scene invites 
us to imagine and feel the poverty that God’s Son took upon himself in the 
Incarnation.  It asks us to meet him and serve him by showing mercy to those of our 
brothers and sisters in greatest need. 

 

The Pope’s Corner



 

 

 

 

There are several symbolic figures often added to nativity scenes that include both 
kings and beggars.  These beggars have just as much right to approach the infant 
Jesus as do the kings.  In fact, who would dare send them away from a crib so 
makeshift that the poorest are entirely at home?  Indeed, the poor are a privileged 
part of this mystery. The presence of the poor and the lowly in the nativity scene 
remind us that God became man for the sake of those who feel most in need of his 
love and who ask him to draw near to them. Jesus, “gentle and humble in heart” 
(Mt 11:29), was born in poverty and led a simple life to teach us to recognize what is 
essential and to act accordingly. The nativity scene clearly teaches that we cannot let 
ourselves be fooled by wealth and fleeting promises of happiness.  By being born in a 
manger, God himself launches the only true revolution that can give hope and dignity 
to the disinherited and the outcast.  From the manger, Jesus proclaims, in a meek yet 
powerful way, the need for sharing with the poor as the path to a more human and 
fraternal world in which no one is excluded or marginalized.  

 

Pope Francis invites people to spend some time in silence, contemplating Christ's 
birth in front of a nativity scene.  He said that tenderness toward each other can be 
reborn in us by contemplating Christ's birth, and the "wonderful way in which God 
wanted to come into the world." 

Adapted from Pope Francis’ Apostolic Letter, Admirabile Signum – On the Meaning and Importance of 
the Nativity Scene 

Read more of this beautiful letter here: 
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-
ap_20191201_admirabile-signum.html 

 

 

The Pope’s Corner continued… 

The Pope’s Corner continued…The Epiphany 

https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20191201_admirabile-signum.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_letters/documents/papa-francesco-lettera-ap_20191201_admirabile-signum.html


 

 

 

 

As the feast of Epiphany approaches, we place the statues of the Three Kings in the 
Christmas crèche. Observing the star, those wise men from the East set out for 
Bethlehem, in order to find Jesus and to offer him their gifts of gold, frankincense and 
myrrh. These costly gifts have an allegorical meaning: gold honours Jesus’ kingship, 
incense his divinity, myrrh his sacred humanity that was to experience death and burial. 

As we contemplate this aspect of the nativity scene, we are called to reflect on the 
responsibility of every Christian to spread the Gospel. Each of us is called to bear glad 
tidings to all, testifying by our practical works of mercy to the joy of knowing Jesus and his 
love. 

The Magi teach us that people can come to Christ by a very long route. Men of wealth, 
sages from afar, athirst for the infinite, they set out on the long and perilous journey that 
would lead them to Bethlehem (cf. Mt 2:1-12). Great joy comes over them in the presence 
of the Infant King. They are not scandalized by the poor surroundings, but immediately fall 
to their knees to worship him. Kneeling before him, they understand that the God who with 
sovereign wisdom guides the course of the stars also guides the course of history, casting 
down the mighty and raising up the lowly. Upon their return home, they would certainly 
have told others of this amazing encounter with the Messiah, thus initiating the spread of 
the Gospel among the nations. 

                                           

 


