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St. Francis and the                     
Gift of Greccio  

 

“At that first Christmas crèche at 
Greccio, St. Francis wanted to 

show everyone there how close 
God was to them, how humble 
God is, how like a child is God 
who loves us unconditionally. 
God is not removed in some 

faraway, mystical place;  

God is with us, and we can love 
him with affection and           

overflowing love,  

as God has first loved us and 
continues to love us.”  

 

 -Fr. Murray Bodo, OFM   
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Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign. Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear 
a son, and shall call his name Immanuel—God with Us.  Isiah 7:14 

Congratulations, pilgrims. We have navigated the year that was 2020.  We have made it to 
Advent, the season of Hope.  
 
What does hope contain? A wish, a choice, trust? In this season of Advent, I’d like to add 
that it also includes nurturing. We must nurture hope.  
 
When I was a young gardener I was great at planting, but never much weeded and watered. 
I used to say that one had to be pretty hardy to live in my garden. Through the years, I 
learned that while some plants survive and thrive whatever the conditions, others may not, 
and those early days of care are important.  
 
Nurturing is a choice we make when something is young and often still unknown to us in the 
way it will be in the fullness of time. Nurturing is trust and compassion transformed into 
action. As we journey with Francis and Clare on pilgrimage, we hear story after story of the 
trust they had in God and learn of the choices they made to nurture their relationship with 
God through prayer, in serving others, and in Greccio where Francis recreated the first      
nativity. As we journey through Advent, we recall Mary the Mother of Jesus, who, upon her 
‘yes’ to God, nurtured the infant within and continued to provide loving care all throughout 
His life. For each of us, there are people, ideas, relationships, and values that can use our 
nurturance. There is our relationship with God, and who we are meant to be and what we 
are meant to contribute in and through our lives.  When you find a moment for reflection, 
you may ask: What hopes do I have for the new year? What might I want to plant or grow? 
How will I nurture it? 
 
The pilgrim reflection on the following page is by Nate Friday, who went on the AFCU       
student pilgrimage in 2012.  Post-pilgrimage, he married fellow pilgrim, Emily Grunwaldt, 
and works at Dominican High School in Milwaukee, WI as Campus Minister, Religious      
Studies Teacher, Mission Integration Officer and Baseball Coach.  Nate shares some of the 
gifts he found on the pilgrim journey, and his closing words are a message of hope for all of 
those travelling the pilgrim road.  
 
We at Franciscan Pilgrimage Programs hope that in this Christmas season and beyond you 
may know in your heart the presence of Immanuel—God With Us. May you and yours have 
a very Merry Christmas and a blessed and Happy New Year. 
 
 

-Mary Beth 
 

Mary Beth Wisniewski  
Franciscan Pilgrimage Program, AFCU Outreach  

This Advent, the churches of Assisi are 
illuminated with artwork.  

 

Giotto’s Nativity is projected on the facade of 

the Basilica of St. Francis of Assisi.  

To see more, go to: 
 

https://www.catholicnewsagency.com/news/assisi

-in-advent-illuminated-frescoes-and-a-nurse-in-a-

nativity-scene-57263 

Giotto’s Nativity  

Credit- Diocese of Assisi-Nocera Umbra-Gualdo Tadino  
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Nate Friday took a moment away from his work with high school students to reflect on his experience as a student on the AFCU 
pilgrimage – He shares some of the transformational moments along the way and their continued impact today.  

Can you share a transformational time on the pilgrim journey? 

The Franciscan Pilgrimage had an impact from our first moments in Rome. Upon arriving, jetlagged and tired, we took a whirlwind 
walking tour of Rome. We were walking through downtown Rome with our pilgrimage leader, and he stopped at the Spanish Steps 
and he said to us: “We are human beings not human doings. Sometimes we need to just be.” That moment and those words for 
me anchored the entire pilgrimage.  

It was something that we pilgrims continued to do during our stay. There was a day on our own where another pilgrim and I       
intentionally did not do things but instead let life unfold. I’ll never forget that day.  We met at the Vatican—we didn’t even have a 
time, and she just said, “Come when you are ready and we will meet at the Pieta.” I went through St. Peter’s Basilica by myself 
which was profound. When we finally gathered, we left the Vatican and walked by Castel Sant’Angelo and then across the river, 
and over to Piazza Navona. We just decided left or right in the moment, and then we found ourselves in the coffee shop of the    
Borghese gardens having espresso. There are so many little gems that we would not have found if we were looking at a map       
deciding in advance we want to go to this museum or see this attraction.  It just taught so many good life lessons that I didn't even 
know I was learning.  

What does pilgrimage as a sacred time and space mean to you?  

I've actually gone on another pilgrimage since the Franciscan pilgrimage. As a staff member at Dominican High School, I had the 
blessing a few years ago to join Dominicans from across the world on a pilgrimage to the South of France following the footsteps 
of Saint Dominic, our patron.  For me, pilgrimage is that idea of intentionally going on a journey to deepen a relationship with God, 
using a certain lens, like the Franciscan or Dominican lens, and the idea of being led by your pilgrimage leader, but then being led 
by God to a place you don't even know is there. When I teach students about pilgrimage it's about kind of letting God take control. 

At Dominican High School, we’ve got about 65% Catholic students, and students from many other different faith traditions and 
backgrounds. Much of my work is bridging over to social justice and issues of race and equity and helping to understand, or trying 
to determine and understand, what other people find sacred. It is sharing with students a level of respect in caring for community 
even if it's beyond your own faith tradition and culture.  Even within our differences, the sacred moment can be shared and it is 
where we can find common ground. The journey to find the common ground is sacred, as well.  

Returning to the Franciscan pilgrimage: not all of us were Catholic on pilgrimage. Coming from all different backgrounds, we had 
common ground in this desire to deepen our faith whatever the tradition might be, but also through the lens of Francis and finding 
some common ground in the values of the Franciscan order.  

What place of pilgrimage remains with you?   

As I think back to the Franciscan Pilgrimage a place that holds special meaning with 
a message for today is San Damiano.    

I recall a long walk to the tiny little Chapel in which Francis prayed— the San     
Damiano Chapel. I remember walking down this massive hill, and you don't know       
exactly where you're going— you can't see the chapel, but you know it’s there. It’s 
very much like the journey of faith—we can't even see the end, yet we know we 
get there. And we think it might be so grandiose, but it's the simple little things 
that once we arrive transform us.  It changes us in faith to not be so  worried about 
maybe a moment of discomfort on the journey but to know that the end will be 
something quite profound. I remember we had Mass there and there was not 
room for everybody. We had to smash together, and it was cold on the day. That 
definitely stands out as a moment on the pilgrimage.   

I think of that road to the San Damiano Chapel now. I think for many people there is hope on the horizon with the vaccine, but 
man we have been through a tough time and everyone has experienced it differently, and where we can’t see that Chapel at the 
end of the road. We don't even know what it looks like or where it would be or how to get there.  Whether it's a day of             
complaining that the road is too long, or a day that is really joyful and you find some new blessing amidst the virtual learning or 
amidst someone getting the disease, or in all the social justice things that have happened in our world, and the injustice, we can't 
lose sight that there is a Chapel at the end of the road and that there is a joy at the end even though we're amidst perhaps a really 
difficult time. I think that chapel is present in the Advent and Christmas seasons, it's present for 2020, and it is there for all our 
lives. We just have to stay focused even if we can't see it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Stained glass window created by Nate Friday for 
the St. Francis Chapel at Cardinal Stritch University. 
He says of the piece: It is the path to San Damiano. 
It evokes the idea that we know there is light there, 

in our life, even if we can't see it directly, but     
God has laid the path before us.  


