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Finding Your Bethlehem
In 1223, in the town of Greccio, Italy, St. Francis of Assisi is
credited with staging the first nativity scene. According to St.
Bonaventure’s biographical account, St. Francis received
permission from Pope Honorious III to set up a manger with hay
and live animals. Much has been written about St. Francis’
reasons for doing this, most notably his devotion to the infant
Jesus.
Although he never stated this himself, I suspect that St.
Francis was trying to convey his belief that Christ’s birth was not
an event of the past, but an ongoing reality. By inviting normal,
everyday people to reenact the scene, like we do here at Hilbert,
Francis encourages us to see the beautiful in the ordinary, the
sacred in the profane, and the divine in the mundane. The nativity,
in all of its gritty reality, challenges us to recognize that Jesus is in
our midst, especially in the places we least expect.
So where is your Bethlehem? Who are the people most in
need of your love? Where are the places torn apart by poverty and
violence? What corners of our own hearts desperately need
healing and peace? Where are those people, places, and parts of
our lives where God is waiting for us, like Mary, to say yes? Can
we make room in the “inn” of our hearts and allow Jesus to be
born? Just like St. Francis did in the town of Greccio all those
years ago, let us find our own Bethlehem and recreate the joy of
Christ’s birth for others this Christmas.
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No-Gift Christmas

Proverbs 22:17
By Rachel Wozniak, Assistant Director of the Center for Career & Community Engagement

“Aour
I’m not quite sure what exactly led my family to make our decision to not have gifts under
tree this Christmas….
merry
Maybe it was my hesitation to bring more stuff into our already-filled home of toys, multiple
game systems, electronics and keeping-up-with-the-Jones’ purchases. Or could it have been that this
past year I have seen my family separated and spending more time apart in their individual activities
than ever before. While most likely a product of a household of teens and pre-teens, I long for the
days of doing things together, all packed in our minivan ready for our next adventure at the zoo or
nearby museum. Or maybe it was that what I treasured most about the Holiday Season - the
warmth, joy and quality time with loved ones - seemed to be the furthest from my mind as I began to
prepare for this Christmas.
To be honest, it was probably a combination of all of the above that caused my husband and I
to make what some would call an extreme decision for our family of a no-gift Christmas. And because of that decision, there
will be no hustle and bustle from over-stressed parents trying to be sure that their children’s Christmas will be seemingly
perfect and that every gift on their list was bought, wrapped and placed under the tree as per each child’s specifications.
There will be no Christmas morning photo of anxious children sitting on the stairs coupled with a picture of a perfect tree with
mounds of presents to post on Facebook, Instagram and Twitter. Nope, this year our focus will be on each other and
spending time together as a family.
When friends first hear about our Christmas decision, their first response is “Did you tell your kids?” or “How did your
kids react?” Truth be told, I was quite nervous as to what our kids’ reactions would be when we told them about our decision
for this Christmas. We had “the conversation” the first week in November. Our kids were just starting to gear up to make
their Christmas lists now that their Halloween costumes were packed away. I knew the longer they had to prepare for our
regular Christmas traditions, the more time they had to focus on what the Holiday meant FOR them. That would mean the
harder the conversation would be and the higher the chance of their response to our decision being less than desirable.
The conversation started by carefully explaining how spending time together as a family is so important. We then
went on to say how much we missed doing things together as a family. I saw their faces soften and heads nod in agreement.
We recalled a few “remember when…” funny stories of past Holidays. Our conversation then progressed into what we like
best about Christmas, and we quickly realized that all of our favorite things didn’t necessarily include the gifts received, but
the time spent with each other. (Although my kids did point out that presents were a nice touch to the day.)
But in the end, their response to our decision was so incredibly positive and their enthusiasm for what this Holiday
season means for them, especially this year, has grown as Christmas nears.
My kiddos won’t be waking up at an absurd hour this Christmas morning, trying to grab a sneak peek as to what
awaits them in the corner of our Living Room. Instead, this year our family will be focused on what is important: each other.

Chaplain’s Corner

Greetings!
I hope you all had a wonderful Thanksgiving, whether it was spent here on campus, at
home, or elsewhere. The time between Thanksgiving and Christmas always flies by. It can be
easy to skip right by a beautiful time of the year, Advent.
Advent is a time of waiting…no, not waiting for the semester to be over, but a time of
waiting for the Lord. In Latin, it means “to come to.” Some fun ways to celebrate this season
would be to come to the Live Nativity, or the Blessing of the Brains. What might be most
meaningful would be a visit to the St. Clare Chapel whenever the Spirit moves you. The Chapel
has some decorative touches of purple, the color of the season, and an Advent Wreath with
four candles, one for each week of Advent.
If you’re feeling stressed out about exams, about things happening on the national scene, or anything else in your life,
you can write a prayer in the intentions book by the entrance to the Chapel. If all is going well, you can also write a prayer of
thanks to God. All those prayers get lifted up to God when we celebrate Mass. On occasion, we also pray at Mass for “that
student, faculty or staff member most in need of God’s love today.” And I pray for the Hilbert community daily.
So please remember, not just during Advent but all through the year, that there’s someone praying for you at Hilbert!
Peace and All Good!
Fr. Jud Weiksnar, ofm

Rediscovering Christmas
As cute as our manger scenes may
be, the first Christmas was anything but
cute. In fact, our pictures, paintings, and
Hallmark cards may have white-washed
and sugar-coated our collective
imaginations, covering an otherwise dismal
scene in history with cinnamon, spice, and
everything nice.
History tells us that Jesus was born
into dangerous circumstances. His mother
Mary, who would have been in her early teenage years at the time, could have been
stoned to death under Mosaic Law for being an unwed mother. Explaining to family and
friends that her child was from God would have inevitably drawn responses ranging
from laughter to ridicule to hatred. Furthermore, having been warned in a dream, Joseph
fled with Mary, fearing for their lives. Ultimately, after having been denied welcome by
homeowners and innkeepers, Mary and Joseph settled into a stable, filled with dirty and
smelly animals. Brought into this world by refugees, who were shunned, marginalized,
and fleeing from persecution, Jesus was born into poverty and political danger.
What, then, is the meaning of Christmas? This story tells us that God chooses to
enter into our world and into our hearts, in those places we least expect. God comes into
our lives, wherever there is pain, suffering, injustice, hatred, anger, and evil. It is
precisely in these places, where we are least likely to recognize it, that God is most
present and real. This is the great paradox of Christmas as well as the Crucifixion. It is
perhaps why the innkeepers so quickly closed their doors to Mary and Joseph.
Here at Hilbert, even as we enjoy the comforts and coziness of the season, we
cannot avert our eyes from the people and places that cause us discomfort. Our Catholic,
Franciscan tradition invites us to see the presence of God in our midst. And so, are we
courageous enough embrace the leper? Can we find hope in our dismay? Can we see
God in the stranger, the refugee, the persons we dislike, or the students that trouble us?
Can we welcome Christ to be born in the weaknesses and dark corners of our hearts?
May the eyes of our hearts always be open to find God in the places we least
expect. May we always dare to hope and confidently proclaim Emmanuel - God is with
us!
Merry Christmas!

franciscan funnies
A Catholic priest, a Baptist preacher, and a rabbi served as chaplains to the students of a
college in the Midwest. The three friends would get together several times a week for
coffee. One day, someone commented that preaching to people isn’t really all that
hard—a real challenge would be to preach to a bear. So they decided to do an
experiment. They would venture into the woods, find a bear, preach to it, and attempt to
convert it. Seven days later, they gathered again to discuss their experience.
Father Flannery, who had his arm in a sling, was on crutches, and had bandages on his
face, went first. “Well,” he said, “I went into the woods to find a bear. And when I found
him, I began to read to him from the Catechism. That bear wanted nothing to do with
me and rudely began to push me around. So I grabbed my holy water and baptized him,
and he became as gentle as a lamb. The bishop is coming out next week to him First
Communion and to confirm him.”
Reverend Smith spoke next. He was in a wheelchair and had one arm and both legs in
casts. “Well, brothers, I went out and found a bear as well. And then I began to read to
him from God’s Holy Word. But that bear wanted nothing to do with me. So I took hold
of him, and we began to wrestle. We wrestled down one hill, up another, and down
another until we came to a creek. So I quickly dunked him and baptized his heavenly
soul. And just like you said, Father, he became as gentle as a lamb. We spend the rest of
the day praising Jesus.”
The priest and the preacher both looked down at Rabbi Stein, who was on a stretcher.
He was in a full body cast. The rabbi looked up and said: “Looking back on it,
circumcision may not have been the best way to start.”

Let me have too deep a sense
of humor to ever be proud.
Let me know my absurdity
before I act absurdly. Let me
realize that when I am humble I
am most human, most truthful,
and most worthy of your
serious consideration.
- Fr. Daniel Lord, S.J.
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