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Helpful Traditions 

THE ADVENT WREATH 

The Advent Wreath comes to us from Northern Europe folk tradition.   These symbolized life and 

light during the dark months of winter. Legend states that Saint Boniface first gave the wreath 

its Christian meaning in the eighth century.  The circular wreath symbolizes the eternity of God. 

The use of evergreens is to signify continuous life.  Candlelight reminds us that Jesus comes into 

the darkness of our lives to bring newness, life, and hope. We gradually add more light each 

Sunday until Christ, our Light, comes at Christmas.  One candle is lit each Sunday of Advent. 

• The purple candles:  Represent prayer, penance, preparation, and good works we are 

called to do during Advent.  These signify the “royalty” of Jesus Christ. 

• The rose or pink candle: Lit on the third Sunday of Advent, the Sunday of rejoicing.  This 

is an appropriate time to set up the tree, the lights, and your decorations, if you aren’t 

able to wait until Christmas Eve.   

THE CHRIST CANDLE 

A great family Advent project!  This German custom calls for the decoration of a large candle 

with a Chi Rho or other symbol of Christ.  It can be covered with a blue silk mantle symbolic of 

Our Lady, who carried the little Christ under her heart before His birth.  This candle can be the 

center of the Advent Wreath or it stands alone.  Light the candle Christmas Eve at midnight and 

then throughout the Christmas season.  The flame is a symbol of Christ, the Light of the World. 

THE MARY CANDLE 

It is appropriate to use a Mary Candle as the Christ Candle in the center of your Advent Wreath 

or it can stand alone.  It is a reminder of Mary’s ‘fiat’ to God at the Annunciation and emphasizes 

Mary’s role in Salvation History. 
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THE CHRISTMAS TREE BLESSING 

The Christmas tree is a relatively modern custom which gets its origin from medieval mystery 

plays that depicted the tree of paradise and the Christmas light or candle that symbolized Christ, 

the Light of the world. According to custom, the Christmas tree is set up just before Christmas 

and may remain in place until the Solemnity of Epiphany. The lights of the tree are illuminated after 

the prayer of blessing. In the home the Christmas tree may be blessed by a parent or another family 

member at the evening meal on the Vigil of Christmas or on Christmas Day. 

Dear God, two thousand years ago, you brought your son, Jesus into this world to teach us the 

power of love and sacrifice. As we raise this tree, we remember his birth and the meaning of his 

life for us. Bless this tree as a symbol of our celebration of Jesus' birth and our gratitude for his 

sacrifice. May the joy this tree brings and the gifts we place under it remind us of the many gifts 

you have given us. We ask your blessings upon our loved ones, this day and always. Amen.  

THE JESSE TREE 

Link the custom of decorating Christmas trees to the events leading to Jesus’ birth.  

Isaiah 11:1: “A shoot shall come out of the stock of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his 

roots.”  

Jesse was the father of King David. The Jesse tree is decorated with ornaments that represent 

the people, prophesies, and events leading up to the birth of Jesus. They tell the story of God in 

the Old Testament, connecting the Advent season with the faithfulness of God over four 

thousand years of history.  Each day’s ornament can be used as an opportunity to read from 

Sacred Scripture about that event in salvation history.  Great for kids and adults, and many 

variations and suggestions, as well as guidelines can be found online. 
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THE MANGER 

The manger or crib is a symbol of our hearts. Advent is the time to prepare one's heart for Christ's 

coming at Christmas. If you have a manger in your home for Christmas (or if you’d like to get 

one), one great Advent practice is not placing the Christ child into the manger until Christmas 

Eve.  Even your wise man can make a journey around your home during the weeks of Advent 

until the appropriate evening when they are to be found with the Holy Family. 

Blessing the manger is also a great custom to practice – many versions can be found online or in 

prayer books, or simply make up your own blessing based on your family and their input!  What 

a great way to get the children or grandchildren thinking about prayer and what is important 

about the Christmas holiday. 

Even the straw in the manger can have more impact on your Advent season through the custom 

of using blessed hay.  By placing one piece at a time in the manger in the weeks leading up to 

Christmas, the straws reflect extra spiritual efforts made during Advent. Place one piece in the 

manger for each good deed done. Preparing the manger can help prepare our hearts for the 

coming of Christ and help us develop our prayer life with Christ. 

THE ADVENT CALENDAR 

In recent years, the Advent Calendar has been grossly distorted and secularized, entirely 

removing its meaning from our Advent season – we have Advent calendars that promote a coffee 

of the day, a wine of the day, or even a shaving cream of the day!  Challenge yourself to ignore 

these and fix your gaze on something more appropriate, such as a promise Advent calendar, 

where weekly promises (to better our relationships with God or neighbor) are made during this 

season and kept!  Even a reverse Advent calendar is a worthy undertaking.  Each day of Advent 

add something to a donation box for the local food pantry or clothing collection! 
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The number of advent activities and practices that we can incorporate into our season that are 

appropriate and faithful are numerous, too many to name here, but consider these last few 

suggestions … 

1. When you send your Christmas cards, send RELIGIOUS cards.  You shouldn’t have to worry 

about whether you are ‘offending’ anyone by the card or being insensitive.  If someone is 

participating in Christmas, remind them that truly “Jesus IS the reason for the season”.  

Without HIM there is no Christmas. 

2. Christmas stamps?  Yes, there are religious stamps too – so add this to your religious card 

and double your Advent commitment. 

3. Listen to Christian radio stations while in the car – there are so many that you could drive 

across the country and tune in constantly while keeping Christ in your Christmas. 

4. Add some new prayers to your daily prayer routine during Advent such as the Chaplet of 

the Immaculate Conception of the Novena Prayer to Saint Andrew! 

Above all, make the most of your Advent by remembering that wise men seek HIM still – so 

should you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


