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And Mary said: 

 

My soul glorifies the Lord 

 and my spirit rejoices in 

God my Savior, 

for he has been mindful 

 of the humble state of 

his servant. 

From now on all            

generations will call me 

blessed, 

for the Mighty One has 

done great things for 

me— 

    holy is his name.  

 

Luke 1:46-49 
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As we near Christmas, Advent turns from preparation to expectation. Last Sunday’s Catholic 
Mass readings are full of joy, from, Shout for joy, O daughter Zion! Sing joyfully, O Israel! Be 
glad and exult with all your heart, O daughter Jerusalem!...The Lord, your God, is in your midst, 
a mighty savior.  Zep 3:14-17  

to: 

Brothers and sisters: 
Rejoice in the Lord always. 
I shall say it again: rejoice! 
Your kindness should be known to all. 
The Lord is near. 
Have no anxiety at all, but in everything,   
by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving,   
make your requests known to God. 
Then the peace of God that surpasses all understanding   
will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.           Phil 4: 4-7  

Reading the words “have no anxiety” is a reminder that anxiety is often present in life, in new 
beginnings, in relationship with our Creator. We wonder if we are ready for change, “have 
what it takes,” or even want to change. This process of wondering is a key part of preparation 
for newness, for relationship. As we discern a new direction, we may quietly recall past         
experience, let go of that which no longer serves and, perhaps, say “yes” to birthing something 
new. We see this in Mary as she pondered the news that she would bear a son who shall be 
called the son of God—Emmanuel—God with us (Lk 1:35; Mt 1:23 ). Mary listened humbly and 
opened herself to see God at work in her life. She said her beautiful “Yes” that resounds across 
generations, and she responded in joy. These later days of Advent turn us from the time of 
preparation toward anticipation and celebration that the newborn babe is almost here, that 
God is near us, with us. We live in the expectation of coming joy.   

Our guest writer this month, Fr. Russel Murray, OFM, shares a 
beautiful moment of Franciscan joy as he reflects on the story 
of St. Francis at Greccio recreating the first Christmas, how it 
changed people’s views, and what it might mean for us today. 
Reading his reflection, we can begin to imagine for ourselves 
that gentle Greccio moment, and the first nativity, where sin 
and fear of judgement were transformed by Love.  

St. Francis taught us by example to return to the Gospel     
stories and to place not only our mind there, but in some way, place heart, spirit and actions 
there. See what we discover. Francis also gave us the gift of appreciation. At Greccio, he opens 
us to encounter the Love that was at the beginning, that is now, and ever shall be.  For that we 
have so much to be rejoice.  

Wishing you an Advent of joyful anticipation and a Blessed Christmas!  

-Mary Beth 
AFCU Outreach—Franciscan Pilgrimage Programs  

This Month’s featured writer:  

We welcome Fr. Russel Murray, OFM, as guest writer this month. Fr. Russel 

is currently residing in the OFM interprovincial postulancy in Silver Spring, 

MD, performing a number of tasks for his province and looking forward to 

his next pilgrimage to Assisi! 

Nativity Scene with Francis, Greccio, Italy  

Pilgrim photo: Nativity 
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 The Annunciation: Fra Angelico  
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A GRECCIO CHRISTMAS 

Fr. Russel Murray, OFM 

St. Francis was a Christmas genius. At Greccio in 1224, his effect on our celebration of the Nativity was so          

profound, and so lasting, that we can easily lose sight of what it meant for those who celebrated the holy day with him. 

Recovering that vision has the power to transform how we understand Christmas and, with it, how we understand our 

lives.  

A trip back in time helps – back to Assisi for the Christmas of 1222. What would we have seen? Entering into the 

Cathedral of San Rufino for Mass, we would have seen, directly above our heads, the image of Christ the Almighty, King 

and Judge of all creation. Christ’s justice would have been very much on our minds. Christmas was a day not for looking 

back, but for looking forward – to the end of time, when Christ the Judge will come for us all. In more affluent cities than 

Assisi, the scene would have been carved in even richer detail. At Christ’s right hand, the choirs of angels would be       

leading the saints through the gates of paradise. At Christ’s left hand, twisted demons would be driving the damned into 

the open jaws of hell. The message could not have been clearer – and were we to have missed it, our homilist would 

have made sure to remind us: When Jesus comes to Judge the living and the dead, which of His hands will fall upon your 

sinful head?  

In an age keenly aware of life’s brevity, and equally appreciative of human frailty, that was a sobering message. 

No doubt, it could also be more than a bit frightening. Who could ever measure up to standards of such a Judge?  

Now, let us fast forward a year. It is 1223, and we are making our way through the hill town of Greccio. We are 

not processing into the church, but to a little grotto barely a mile and a half away. That is where we will celebrate    

Christmas. What will we find? Not a judge’s throne, but a manger become an altar – precisely what all of us saw when we 

visited the Sanctuary of Greccio on pilgrimage. We know the rest of the story. It was right before our eyes, in the fresco 

that adorns the grotto’s wall, and its message also could not have been clearer: Yes, Jesus will come again at the end of 

time to judge the earth, as He promised, but He who comes will be the very same Jesus that choirs of angels proclaimed 

and shepherds adored with joy. It is the very same Babe of Bethlehem who nursed at His Virgin Mother’s breast and who 

now comes to nourish you with His own Body and Blood in the gift of the Eucharist. So, lift your heads, fellow sinners. Why 

be afraid? When Christ comes in all His glory, He will be coming for you!  

Why be afraid, indeed! To grasp that message is to grasp the genius of the Christmas celebration that St. Francis 

prepared for the people of Greccio – and that we have been celebrating ever since. Is there a church does not have a  

Nativity scene in it? As we have seen, churches in Italy keep a presepio up all year! One may be tempted to say that St. 

Francis did such a good job of reminding us of the Babe of Bethlehem that we have forgotten that the baby grew up – 

and will come again to judge the living and dead. I do not think so, though.  

Sin may not be a word on everyone’s lips these days – especially at Christmas, when visions of sugar plumbs are 

dancing in our heads. (It is hard not to get them out of our heads; stores have been playing Christmas music since        

Halloween!) Yet for those of us for whom Jesus is the reason for the season, I would say that it is there, and when we 

consider the beautiful innocence of the Babe of Bethlehem who saved us from sin, our sins start knocking on the doors of 

our hearts. Looking at Jesus, we just do not measure up. It is at that moment that St. Francis’ vision of Christmas speaks 

so powerful: Of course, we do not measure up. But that did not stop Jesus from taking our flesh two thousand years ago, 

nor does it stay His hand from offering us His own flesh to nourish us today. He comes for us, for He is Emmanuel: God 

with us on life’s pilgrimage to the Kingdom of Heaven. So, remember Him with joy, receive Him with thanksgiving, and 

look forward to His coming again with hope! 

If we were to keep that fuller, Franciscan vision of Christmas before the eyes of our hearts, it would change our 

lives – if it has not done so already. As we have experienced, Greccio has lost none of its power. The message St. Francis 

proclaimed there is as meaningful in 2021, as it was in 1223. It reminds us that we are not alone on our pilgrimage. The 

Lord who called us to it walks it with us. Come what may, we know who is coming for us. Of whom and of what do we 

need to be afraid? 


