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Christmas 2021 

Christmas time, which begins with First Vespers of 
the Nativity of the Lord, is among the most ancient 
liturgical celebrations of the Church Year. This issue 
of Orantes is intended to help parishes to review the 
directives contained in the liturgical books and 
prepare their communities for a full, conscious and 
active participation in the mystery of the Incarnation 
of the Lord. 

We include reflections on the Manger (page 2), the 
Christmas Tree (page 4) and various liturgical 
questions in preparing for the Christmas season (page 
6), including the Solemn Proclamation (page 8). We 
conclude with reflections on the continuing 
challenges presented by the COVID-19 virus, nearly 
two years after its first appearance in our country. 
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The Manger in Church 

The inclusion of a nativity scene or Christmas manger in 
Church stems from at least the thirteenth century with the 
account of Saint Francis and the manger in the Church of 
Greccio. The selection and arrangement of figures, while 
based on the Gospels, highlights particular stories from the 
Gospel as included in the readings and prayers of the Mass. 

The following questions and answers are intended to assist 
parishes in the preparation of appropriate and effective 
settings of the Christmas mangers in a parish setting. 

What is the purpose of arranging a Christmas Manger in 
a parish Church? 
The Book of Blessings suggests two reasons for arranging a 
Christmas Manger in Church: to foster devotion to the 
Christmas mystery and to allow the faithful to gather before 
the manger.  Every priest is aware of the admirable custom of 1

families gathering before the manger as they recollect and 
pass on the Christmas story to their children. 

Where is the Manger scene properly placed in Church? 
The practice of placing the Manger scene in front of the altar 
runs the risk of compromising the altar’s role as “the center of 
the thanksgiving that is accomplished through the Eucharist”  2

and “the center toward which the attention of the whole 
congregation of the faithful naturally turns.”  3

For this reason, the Book of Blessings prohibits the placement 
of the manger in the sanctuary.  It recommends instead that 4

 Book of Blessings, [BOB] “Blessing of a Christmas Manger or Nativity Scene,” no. 1

1544.

 General Instruction of the Roman Missal, [GIRM] no. 296.2

 GIRM, no. 299.3

 BOB, no. 1544.4
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the Manger be located “in a place which is suitable for prayer 
and devotion and is easily accessible by the faithful.”  5

The Neapolitan practice of placing the manger near the 
entrance of the Church or in chapel explicitly devoted to 
gathering before the Nativity scene fulfills both of these 
requirements: it is suitable for prayer and easily accessible for 
the faithful. Alternatively, other devotional areas outside the 
sanctuary or even in the nave or vestibule of the Church may 
be chosen. 

When should the blessing of the Nativity scene take place? 
While the Book of Blessings recommends the Vigil of 
Christmas as the most natural time to bless the Christmas 
manger, it allows for other suitable times according to 
pastoral circumstances,  including outside of Mass.  6 7

How is the Nativity scene blessed during Mass? 
The blessing is found in numbers 1562-1564 of the Book of 
Blessings and takes place during the Prayer of the Faithful. 

A sample formula for the introduction of the Prayer of the 
Faithful is provided, along with four sample intercessions. At 
the conclusion of the intercessions, the priest, with hands 
outstretched, says the prayer of blessing.  8

The prayer addresses the “God of every nation and people,” 
who has manifested his love for us since creation and thus 
sent his Son as our Savior, by whose birth we have come to 
know “joy and peace, justice, mercy, and love.”  The priest 9

then asks God’s blessing upon the manger, that it might 
remind us of “the humble birth of Jesus…God-with-us and 
Savior of all.” 

 BOB, no. 1544.5

 BOB, no. 1542.6

 BOB, no. 1543.7

 BOB, no. 1564.8

 BOB, no. 1565.9
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The Nativity was Giotto (Scrovegni 
Chapel, 1350.



The Christmas Tree in Church 

The decoration of the Christmas tree is usually traced to the 
Medieval Mystery Plays, in which the tree of paradise was 
decorated with apples (later replaced by round ornaments). In 
the course of time, these were supplemented and sometimes 
replaced with roses made of colored paper and candles, with 
electric lights, garlands, tinsel and candy canes making an 
appearance. At the top of the tree, invariably, is the Angel 
Gabriel, reminiscent of the Annunciation or the Star of 
Bethlehem, by which the Magi were led to the Christ Child. 

The tradition of decorating a Christmas Tree arrived in the 
United States in the early nineteenth century. Because of its 
early use in German Lutheran households, it did not become 
popular in Catholic circles until the mid-twentieth century. 

In the introduction to the “Blessing of a Christmas Tree,” the 
Book of Blessings  begins by noting that while the Christmas 10

Tree is primarily a domestic tradition, Churches may also set 
up and decorate trees from “just before Christmas” until the 
Epiphany.  11

The blessing is envisioned to take place during a Prayer 
Service or celebration of Morning or Evening Prayer and the 
lights of the tree are lit after the blessing.  12

Two prayers of blessing are offered. The first  is an extended 13

reflection on God’s gift of light, beginning with creation of 
the heavenly lights and continuing to the promised light of the 
prophets. The Son of God, “Emmanuel, God-with-us, the 
Prince of Peace,” fills us with “the wonder of [his] love.” The 
tree is them blessed and lit, praying that “all who delight in 
this tree come to the knowledge and joy of salvation.” 

 BOB, nos. 1470-1596.10

 BOB, no.1471.11

 BOB, no.1472.12

 BOB, no.1586.13
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The second prayer of blessing  begins by describing the joy 14

experienced by those who have been rescued from the 
darkness of sin by the cross, “the tree of life and light.” The 
prayer concludes by asking that the tree remind us of “the 
life-giving cross of Christ,” that we might “always rejoice in 
the new life that shines in our hearts.” 

 

 BOB, no.1587.14
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Preparing for Christmas 

The following questions and answers are provided in order 
to help in the preparation of various aspects of the 
Christmas solemnities. 

Is it appropriate for children to perform a Christmas 
play during the Gospel at the Vigil Mass on Christmas? 
The question is addressed directly by the Lectionary for 
Masses with Children, no. 53, which explicitly states that 
“care should be taken, especially at Christmas and during 
Holy Week and the Easter Triduum, not to stage the various 
liturgies as plays. At the same time, a reenactment of the 
Christmas story by children could be held prior to or after 
the Christmas liturgies. Such a reenactment during the 
liturgy, however, is explicitly forbidden by liturgical law. 

What color vestments can be used at Christmas? 
While the color white is proper to Christmas time, on more 
solemn days, festive, that is, more precious, sacred 
vestments may be used even if not of the color of the day.  15

What about Christmas decorations, flowers and plants?
“Plans for seasonal decorations should include other areas 
besides the sanctuary. Decorations are intended to draw 
people to the true nature of the mystery being celebrated 
rather than being ends in themselves. Natural flowers, 
plants, wreaths and fabric hangings, and other seasonal 
objects can be arranged to enhance the primary liturgical 
points of focus. The altar should remain clear and free- 
standing, not walled in by massive floral displays or the 
Christmas crib, and pathways in the narthex, nave, and 
sanctuary should remain clear.”16

When are the seasonal decorations removed?
“…Seasonal decorations are maintained throughout the 
entire liturgical season. Since the Christmas season begins 

 GIRM, no. 346g.15

 Built of Living Stones: Art, Architecture, and Worship. [BLS] (USCCB, 2000), no. 12416
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with the Vigil Mass on Christmas Eve and ends with the 
Baptism of the Lord, the placement and removal of 
Christmas decorations should coincide with these times.”  17

Care should also be taken to cut back and remove dead 
flowers as the seacon progresses.

What other kinds of ritual enhancements are proper to 
the Christmas season? 
During the recitation of the Nicene Creed at the Christmas 
Masses, the ministers and assembly kneel at the words, “and 
by the Holy Spirit was incarnate of the Virgin Mary and 
became man” as an acknowledgment of the mystery of the 
incarnation. The Gloria should be sung throughout the 
Octave of Christmas, where possible. Finally, if Eucharistic 
Prayer I is prayed, the insert for Christmas is used 
throughout the Octave. 

What resources can I recommend to parishioners for the 
celebration of Christmas in their homes? 
The USCCB website provides a series of helpful resources, 
including blessings of a Christmas Manger, Christmas Tree 
and the blessing of households on the Feast of the 
Epiphany.  18

 BLS, no. 125.17

 https://www.usccb.org/prayer-worship/liturgical-year/christmas18
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The Solemn Christmas 
Proclamation 

The solemn announcement of the Nativity of the Lord may 
be sung or proclaimed on December 24th at Evening Prayer 
or even before the beginning of the Christmas Mass during 
the Night. 

The text which is found in the Roman Martyrology, “begins 
with creation and relates the birth of the Lord to the major 
events and personages of sacred and secular history,”  and 19

is reproduced here for the benefit of our readers. The 
musical notation is found in Appendix I of the Roman 
Missal, Third Edition 

The Nativity of our Lord Jesus Christ  
The Twenty-fifth Day of December, 

when ages beyond number  
had run their course  
from the creation of the world, 
when God, in the beginning  
created heaven and earth,  
and formed man in his own likeness; 

when century upon century had passed 
since the Almighty set his bow in the clouds 
after the Great Flood, as a sign of covenant and peace; 
   
in the twenty-first century since Abraham,  
our father in faith, 
came out of Ur of the Chaldees; 

 USCCB, https://www.usccb.org/prayer-and-worship/liturgical-year- and-calendar/19

christmas/christmas-proclamation
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in the thirteenth century 
since the People of Israel were led by Moses  
in the Exodus from Egypt; 

around the thousandth year  
since David was anointed King; 

in the sixty-fifth week of the prophecy of Daniel;  

in the one hundred and ninety-fourth Olympiad; 

in the year seven hundred and fifty-two 
since the foundation of the City of Rome; 

in the forty-second year  
of the reign of Caesar Octavian Augustus, 

the whole world being at peace, 
JESUS CHRIST, 
eternal God and Son of the eternal Father,  
desiring to consecrate the world 
by his most loving presence, 
was conceived by the Holy Spirit, 
and when nine months had passed  
since his conception,  
was born of the Virgin Mary in Bethlehem of Judah,  
and was made man: 
The Nativity of Our Lord Jesus Christ  
according to the flesh. 
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Closing Thoughts 

Last year at this time, in this space, we reported that the 
Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation [IHME] was 
predicting 19,366 new daily infections with COVID-19 and 
104 deaths in the Commonwealth by Christmas. Those 
predictions proved accurate. Today, the IHME predicts that 
we will see 3,924 new daily infections and 11 deaths each day 
by Christmas.  

That’s about an 80% reduction in infections and a 90% 
reduction in the number of deaths, due largely to widespread 
vaccination (73% in Worcester County) and improvements in 
therapeutics for COVID-19. According to the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, those who are fully 
vaccinated are 90% less likely to develop severe illness and 
the vaccine can reduce the spread of disease overall. 

At the same time, COVID-19 continues to spread. As of this 
writing, Worcester’s ICU’s are at 88% capacity and between 
one and two people in Worcester County die of COVID-19 
every day.  

Pastors are urged to continue to be prudent, encouraging the 
use of masks and social distancing whenever their 
communities experience a surge in infections. The re-
introduction of Holy Communion under both kinds should be 
postponed, while full reinstitution of choirs, the sign of peace 
and other practices should be considered with caution. 

Things are much better, but the unvaccinated, immuno-
compromised and elderly persons remain at a high risk of 
developing severe disease and possibly even dying.  

Let us give thanks to the Lord that we have come this far, 
while continuing to trust that he who “was born of the Virgin 
Mary in a body truly like our own,” will free us “from present 
trials and given a place in abiding gladness.”  20

 Collect, Weekdays of Christmas Time before the Solemnity of the Epiphany.20
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Prayer for the End  
of the Pandemic 

O God,  
whose Only-Begotten Son bore the weight  
of human suffering for our salvation,  
hear the prayers of your Church  
for our sick brothers and sisters  
and deliver us from this time of trial. 

Open our ears and our hearts  
to the voice of your Son:  
Be not afraid, for I am with you always. 

Bless all doctors and nurses,  
researchers and public servants;  
give us the wisdom to do what is right  
and the faith to endure this hour,  
that, trusting in your loving protection  
we might see the end of this pandemic  
and rejoice in your mercy.  
Through Christ our Lord. Amen.
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