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 I had the opportunity of doing my seminary training in Rome, Italy between 1972 and 

1976.   It was a great experience, one that I continue to relish even to this day.  I grew up in 

Cascade, Iowa, a small town about an hour’s drive from here that was originally settled by 

Catholic immigrants from Ireland and Germany.  As a result, the town had both an Irish parish 

and a German parish.  My time in Italy allowed me to experience the Italian version of 

Catholicism.  It was much different from what I was used to. 

 Take for example the nativity scenes that Catholic churches put up at Christmas time.  

The nativity scene at my home parish of St. Martin had figures of the Holy Family along with 

some sheep and shepherds with the Wise Men showing up for the Feast of the Epiphany.  It 

was usually surrounded by Christmas trees covered with lights. 

 Nativity scenes were never that simple in Italy.  Instead their nativity scenes were small 

villages that looked like rural Italian villages. They covered forty square feet or more of church 

space.  They had running water, lights and music.  The Italian custom was to go from one 

church to another to discover where Jesus was because he would be moved from year to year 

to a different place in the village.  

 Nativity scenes are meant to bring alive the description of Jesus’ birth that we heard in 

the gospel reading.  It tells us that Mary had to lay the new born Jesus in a manger “because 

there was no room for them in the inn.”  If we were an innkeeper in Bethlehem over 2,000 

years ago would we have made room for a woman about to give birth and her husband?   

 I imagine that most of us would like to say “yes” to that question.  What if I phrased it 

differently?  Do we make room for Jesus in our hearts and in our lives today?  For example, St. 



Paul writes in one of his letters, “it is not I who live but Christ Jesus who lives within me.”  Can 

we say that about our lives?  My immigrant ancestors eventually found a welcoming home in 

Cascade… are we, their ancestors, as welcoming to the immigrants that come to Iowa today? 

 The Italian parents always say to their children as they move from one nativity scene to 

another… where is Jesus?  Find Jesus.  Have we made room for Jesus in our hearts and in our 

lives? 

  


