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Giardini, Mary D.

From: Mt. Irenaeus <mgiardin@sbu.edu>
Sent: Monday, June 30, 2025 12:20 PM
To: Giardini, Mary D.
Subject: "Making all things New!" December 2023 - Merry Christmas - the creche, an 800 year 

tradition

  

 

 

  

   

Making All Things New 

 

December 2023 

 

 

   

Fr. Dan wishes you all a very Merry Christmas from the Mountain 
community for this year and for many to come! 
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St. Bonaventure Tree Lighting - Betsy Gingerich 

Traditions are important to any university community. When Jeff and I 
arrived at St. Bonaventure, we learned about many of the Bona’s traditions 
and were thrilled to participate in meaningful experiences like the first-year 
and commencement candle-lighting services. We thought it would be great if 
we could add a new tradition around the holiday season and what better 
than the joy of a Christmas tree lighting, hot chocolate and carols. Since the 

Marchiori Pavilion in front of Devereaux Hall has become such a nice gathering place for our students, we 
thought it would be the best place to start this tradition. 

So, our next step was to find a tree. And what better place to find the perfect Bonaventure Christmas tree 
than our beloved Mt. Irenaeus, which is a former Christmas tree farm. A group joined me to trek to the 
Mountain, including faculty Jose Medrano and Jimmy Pientka and staff Alice Miller-Nation, Jason Gaines, 
and Jared Smith. We met Br. Joe, who was prepared to show us some options.  

It didn’t take long for us to find the perfect pine that would fit the Marchiori Pavilion and we made the 
arrangements with Facilities to deliver it to campus. While it wasn’t necessarily an old-fashioned family trek 
to cut down a tree in the forest, it was quite meaningful to be on the Mountain with colleagues and Friars and 
envision the lit Christmas tree as we start this new tradition. 

We were so thankful for everyone who joined us on December 4th to light the Christmas tree, celebrate the 
winners of the creche scavenger hunt, listen to the story of St. Francis and the first nativity, sing carols, and 
drink hot chocolate and eat delicious cupcakes. We hope that this will be one of those fond memories for 
students which will remind them of the loving community that they experienced at Bona’s. 

 

  

 

  

 

This week, I had the opportunity to interview Br. Joe 
Kotula on his creation of the creche sculpture for our 
recent Auction. Here is some of what we talked 
about! 

 

The Bonaventure Creche Scavenger 
Hunt - Fr. Steve Kuehn 

Beginning as early as 2002, the Regina A. Quick 
Center for the Arts began to receive Christmas 
Crèches or Nativity donations. About 150 crèches 
were donated during that initial year, and shortly 
thereafter the Quick Center Staff decided to bolster 
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CF: How was the creche built or designed? What 
part did you play? 

JK: Well, I did not build the images inside (Mary, 
Joseph, etc.), but I did make the manger itself. I was 
inspired by a manger scene that my niece has. I took 
a picture of hers so I could get some initial ideas. 
The roof of the creche is maple bark and the other 
wood is pine leftover from other projects. The base 
and back were both stained by me with a walnut 
stain. Then I put a layer of finishing oil to top it off. 

CF: Where did the idea of putting a creche in the 
Mountain auction come from? 

JK: It was not my idea. Like I said the images were 
already made, but I was asked to build the manger. 
After I was asked, I had to learn the dimensions of 
the other images in the scene and create little posts 
on the right and left hand sides. 

CF: What makes this creche, and every creche, 
unique? 

JK: I have made a creche for the Mountain Auction 
for the past three years. I think every year it is 
unique because of the imagination I bring to the 
building process. I get to design it based on the size 
of the images or what materials the Mountain has 
from other projects. 

CF: What did you take away from the creation 
process? 

JK: I really appreciated making it with bark this 
year. I think it gives it a very different look.  

CF: Why is the creche scene important? 

JK: It reminds us that God became incarnate in the 
body of Christ Jesus. It is so special that He chose to 
do it in a place that was lowly, of poverty, and was so 
simple and humble. 

CF: Is there anything else that you want to mention 
about the creche scene you made? 

JK: There is a slight hole in the top of the roof, if you 
put it under your Christmas tree you can add a little 
light into the hole!  

~ Claire Fisher and Br. Joe Kotula 

 

 

the collection with more sets from various locations, 
and welcoming more donations. One contributor, Fr. 
Ron Pecci, OFM, donated about 45 crèches over a 
period of 8-10 years. The collection has now 
amassed to a total of 356 Nativity scenes. 

Of those, roughly forty Nativity scenes were placed 
all around the St. Bonaventure campus for a 
scavenger hunt that ran Tuesday, November 28th to 
Sunday, December 3rd. Students were invited to 
pick up a clue sheet in University Ministries and 
explore the various locations around campus to find 
the crèche that matched with each of the thirteen 
given clues. At the end of the scavenger hunt, 
students’ names were placed into a raffle for each 
correct answer, and prizes were awarded at the 
Christmas tree lighting! 

The timing for the event this year is fitting as 2023 
marks the 800-year anniversary of St. Francis’ first 
reenactment of the Nativity in 1223 in a small Italian 
town by the name of Greccio. St. Francis would be 
jubilant over this event as he was quite enamored 
with how God, the Creator of all, could be born as an 
infant baby, the “babe of Bethlehem” as Francis 
often referred to him, in a small manger, in the small 
town of Bethlehem to a humble couple. 

As far as which crèche was the students’ favorite, one 
student remarked she especially appreciated the 
Snoopy Crèche in De La Roche Hall and the Rubber 
Ducky Crèche in the Friedsam Library. All in all, 
there were many crèches ranging from South 
American origins to Africa origins, and covering just 
about every continent on the planet. Quite 
remarkable! 

A special shout out and word of gratitude to Evelyn 
Penman, Executive Director and Senior Curator at 
the Regina A. Quick Center for the Arts and Jenna 
Keppel, Assistant Director for Student Activities, 
Programming, and Engagement, for their hard work 
in organizing and coordinating the event. The 
crèches will continue to be on display through early 
January. 

The student winners were: Maddalena Masciale-
Walmer, Arjun Pindiprolu, Katie Bartlett and   
Kenny Beaman 
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Eoghan Murphy - Reflection on the 
Advent Overnight 

As a frequent attendee of overnights at Mt. Irenaeus, 
I jumped on the opportunity to go back for the 
Advent overnight.  

Our group was a nice mix of people, and we all 
immediately got put to work to make the Mountain 
festive in preparation for Advent. Our specific little 
group was put in charge of assembling the large 
Christmas wreath for the outside of the house, and 
while slightly stressful at first, the wreath came 
together in no time. We worked with Fr. Dan Riley, 
who not only gave us instructions on what to do, but 
also gave us advice as we continued forward in our 
studies and college careers. Seeing the wreath come 
together was a very satisfying experience, and seeing 
it lit up at night was an even better one.  

That night, (like all nights at the Mountain) we went 
up to the Chapel for meditation and discussion. We 
discussed what we were looking forward to or 
anticipating, which led to some very powerful and 
emotional conversations, as people who don’t 
normally open up and talk about their feelings 
provided some very useful insight.  

Now normally, we would end our Chapel time with 
an Our Father, give each other the sign of peace, and 
go about our night. Instead, we processed back down 
to the main house, in the same silence we did 
coming up. We then went and picked out one or two 
ornaments from the living room table, and one by 
one went up to the friars’ Christmas tree, explaining 
why we chose what we did, and what we were 
thankful for. It really struck me how the meditation 
from the Chapel bled into the rest of our night, from 

 

Celeste Robbins - Reflection on the 
Advent Overnight 

A few weekends ago I decided to attend the Advent 
Overnight at Mt. Irenaeus. I had only ever gone to 
the Mountain after orientation with my mother to 
just look around, so I did not know what to expect 
from the overnight. I also convinced my roommate 
to go as well, which made me excited to attend.  

Br. Kevin drove us to the Mountain and the car ride 
was full of good conversation and laughter. Once we 
arrived, I felt welcomed by everyone. Once everyone 
was there we went to the basement to introduce 
ourselves and to assign people to the different tasks 
that were available. We all had to share what 
brought us to the Mountain for the overnight and 
most people said they wanted to take a break from 
the stress of finals or that they have been wanting to 
come to the Mountain, but haven’t had the chance 
due to classes and other obligations.  

While I was there, I had many great conversations 
with the friars and the other students. I also learned 
a lot about others that I probably would have never 
discovered unless I went to the overnight. The 
students and the friars worked together to prepare a 
nice dinner and afterwords we went to the Chapel to 
reflect on life and our day.  

We were encouraged to share about something we 
were waiting for, since Advent is the season of 
waiting. Some of the things that were shared were 
very emotional and personal, but the Mountain is a 
safe space so students felt comfortable sharing. After 
the Chapel, we went back to the house and we all 
picked out ornaments that meant something to us, 
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the walk back, to the tree decorating, to the 
conversations we had even after.  

If you’re on the fence about attending any of the 
overnights at the Mountain, I’d highly recommend 
going and seeing for yourself the sense of 
community that it can foster, and the enjoyment it 
can bring. 

 

 

and we all went up one by one hanging the 
ornaments on the tree and sharing why we picked 
them. Afterwords, a group of us decided to go back 
to the basement and play Uno. In the morning, we 
had a beautiful Mass and brunch with the Mountain 
community. After brunch, we made wreaths out of 
natural materials and many laughs were shared.  

Overall the experience was one I’ll never forget, and 
I’m so glad I went. 

 

  

An Heirloom Creche - Greg Licamele 

Creche Brings Peace and Connection 

Years ago when I was preparing to move to the D.C. 
area, I was visiting my grandmother a few months 
before Christmas. She suggested that I take the 
"extra" creche in her basement since she had a 
primary creche that she displayed on her fireplace. 

I happily took her up on that wonderful offer 
because the creche was from her childhood. It was 
her grandparents's creche setting, complete with 10-
cent and 15-cent stickers still affixed to the bottom of 
some figurines. 

For years now, this creche has been one of the few 
items that bring me not only peace but generational connection, too. It, of course, represents one aspect of 
Jesus' birth, but it also tells me a more local story of my own heritage, of my great-grandparents' hands 
holding these same small statues amid their Polish heritage Christmas routines. Not that the figurines 
literally speak to me, but I'm often reminded of my own heritage each Christmas when I carefully remove the 
setting from a very old box my grandfather stored the set in. 

I've thought about this also in the context of the now 800-year-old Franciscan-inspired creche scenes we see 
all around us, whether in small, generational figurines or in lit-up outdoor varieties (and everything in 
between). When I was blessed to visit Greccio, Italy, the birthplace of the birth scene, my mind wandered to 
those days and the real setting that inspired it all, some 700 years later for my great-grandparents to 
purchase a small set that my family now holds 800 years later. Each Christmas morning, I watch as one of 
our three children holds the Baby Jesus in her hands and places Him in the crib. 

Peace. Connection. 

As we walk around our daily lives, there seemingly aren't too many things that bring us together as a people, 
even within Catholicism and Christianity. The creche, however, is one of those enduring symbols that not 
only span generations but cultures, too. Each year, the Mormon Temple in suburban Maryland opens its 
doors to the public during the holidays. When my wife and I visited many moons ago we were struck by the 
number and variety of creche displays (the 2023 display features 87 creche scenes from 64 countries). The 
beauty of the expressions from various cultures further inspired my ongoing sense of connection, not only to 
my family, but now to the world, with my mind harkening back to standing at Greccio where it all began. 
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As we long for peace, certainly in our world and perhaps in our own families, the creche serves as a 
worldwide reminder of connection to each other, locally and globally. 

Peace and connection.   

 

  

 

Our Auction Was a Success!    

Another successful Online Mountain Auction is in 
the books! We extend our sincere thanks to everyone 
who bid on gifts, donated items, or chose to Fund-A-
Need. Thanks to the overwhelming support of our 
bidders, we have grossed over $33,000, exceeding 
our goal of $30,000, 

Each year, the Auction is an opportunity to showcase 
special Franciscan and Mountain treasures, Bona 
gear, and cool tech gadgets. Some of this year’s most 
popular items were Fr. Dan’s paintings, Br. Joe’s 
handmade creche, and the dinner with SBU 
president Dr. Jeff Gingerich and his wonderful wife 
Betsy.  

Proceeds from the auction go directly to the Mt. 
Irenaeus capital improvement and operating 
budgets, both critical to sustaining the manner of life 
and ministry of the Mountain each and every day! 
We are especially grateful to our friends who 
selected to fund special needs of the Mountain, 
including utilities, food for students on retreat, and 
gardening seeds and supplies. 

In addition to raising funds to support the 
Mountain, the online auction enables us to connect 
with friends near and far. 

 

DID YOU KNOW? 

Where did the creche image originate? 

The modern day Nativity Scene displayed at 
Christmas time each year was started by St. Francis. 

The tradition originates back to a cave in Greccio, 
Italy, where St. Francis had visited to celebrate 
Christmas. According to the Catholic Education 
Resource Center, St. Francis had planned to 
celebrate Midnight Mass in the chapel of the 
Franciscan hermitage but realized it would be too 
small for the congregation for mass. Therefore, he 
set up the altar in a nearby cave. 

St. Francis had wanted to create a scene that would 
be symbolic of Christ’s birth and that would leave an 
everlasting impact on those in attendance. 

He prepared a manger by bringing in hay, an ox and 
donkey to where he prepared the altar. In the altar 
lay a statue of Christ. It is believed St. Francis had 
been frustrated with the greed and materialism that 
had consumed Italy at the time and wanted to 
combat this by recreating the nativity scene. He 
wanted to create a scene that would be symbolic of 
Christ’s birth and that would leave an everlasting 
impact on those in attendance. 

Large groups of people gathered that night to hear 
St. Francis preaching. He was so passionate with his 
words that many believed the statue of Christ came 
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~ Karen Karaszewski  

 

 

alive as he was cradling it (according to the Catholic 
Stand). 

The live nativity scene is now recreated throughout 
the world. The Christmas Crèche has inspired many 
artworks as well. 

 

  

There is Room at the Inn - Come Join Us! - TONIGHT!! 

As we begin this year’s Advent Season, the Mt. Irenaeus Young Alumni and Friends are inviting friends 
of the Mountain to join us for a three-part Zoom series. 

Our theme for this series is “There is Room at the Inn - Come Join Us.” Now at the beginning of our 
fourth year, groups of young alumni and friends have joined together on Zoom to share evenings of 
conversation, faith, and support to create a Mountain experience away from the Mountain. We all live 
lives with many responsibilities and commitments, so let’s take time together to pause, reflect and act to 
re-energize and renew our relationships with each other and with God. 

Since our first Advent Series in the winter of 2020, we’ve gathered and discussed ways of preparation 
and fellowship that we embrace at this time of year. This year, as always, we’re asking those friends of 
the Mountain who are seeking a Mountain-style experience of meditation, conversation, and prayer to 
join us. 

The dates for the three 90-minute evenings are Thursday, December 7; Tuesday, December 19; and 
Thursday, January 4 from 8:30-10 PM EST. Feel welcome to attend one, two, or all three sessions from 
where you currently are. 

You can sign up online on the Mountain's event page and the Zoom link will come to you in an 
automatic email.  If you lost the email or link, please feel free to sign up again and it will come to you 
again!   

Find videos and Fr. Dan's reflections on our Instagram page. 

And don't miss our student-run Instagram page at this link:  
Mt. Irenaeus Happenings 
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 Upcoming Events:  

schedule and ways to participate can 
also be found online here 

December 19 - Young Alumni Zoom 
at 8:30 PM EST - sign up on our event 
page! 

December 23 - January 1 - Mountain 
Offices Closed on Campus - please call 585-
973-2470 if you need to reach the friars. 

December 24 - Christmas Eve Mass at 11 
am (with brunch) and then again at 8 pm 
December 25 - Christmas Day Mass at 11 
am 
December 31 - New Year's Eve Mass at 11 
am (with brunch) 

December 31 - OFS meeting at the 
Mountain after Mass and Brunch - all are 
welcome to join. 

January: 

January 1 - New Year's Day Mass at 11 am 

January 4 - Young Alumni Zoom 
at 8:30 PM EST - sign up on our event 
page! 

January 7 - Franciscan Sojourners Zoom - 
email us for details 

January 19 & 20 - SBU Student 
Overnights - TBD 

January 27 - SBU Play in the Snow 
Day/Overnight 

January 28 - OFS meeting at the 
Mountain after Mass and Brunch - all are 
welcome to join. 

February: 

 

"Clouds and Sun" Podcasts 

"God's Bounty is Beyond Our Imagination" 

"The Light of Clare" 

"Looking Out From the Mountaintop" 

"The Abundance of Jesus" 

"Food For Our Journey" 

"Joining In On God's Party Line" 

 
You can find more podcasts, and many other 
resources at mountainonline.org/be-still-and-
pray.  

You can also check out our video library on our 
YouTube channel, which includes reflections from 
the friars and Mountain Companions, and behind-
the-scenes looks at our way of life. 
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Early February - Mountain gatherings in 
California - more info to follow 

February 2 & 3 - Mt. Irenaeus Board 
Meeting 

February 4 - Franciscan Sojourners Zoom 
- email us for details 

February 14 - Ash Wednesday - Ash 
distribution at SBU, not at the Mountain 

February 16-18 - 80's Weekend on SBU 
campus and at the Mountain 

February 18 - 80's Weekend Mass at the 
Mountain at 11 am with brunch to follow 

February 25 - OFS meeting at the 
Mountain after Mass and Brunch - all are 
welcome to join. 

March: 

March 1 - Mountain on the Road in 
Phoenix - more info to come 

March 2 - Mountain on the Road in Las 
Vegas - more info to come 

March 3 - Mountain on the Road in 
Denver - more info to come 

March 3 - Franciscan Sojourners Zoom - 
for more information, email us for details 

March 18 - Franciscan Volunteer 
Ministries Evening Away with SBU 
Students 

March 24 - Palm Sunday Mass at 11 with 
dish to pass brunch to follow 

March 20 - April 1 - Mountain Offices 
closed.  Please call 585-973-2470 if you 
need to reach the friars. 

 

"Franciscan Lectio" Podcasts 
Fr. Dan Riley, ofm, invites us into the world 
of Franciscan Lectio, a companion podcast 

to his book. 

Gazing at What's Present 

We All Have a Story 

EXCITING 
NEWS! 

Fr. Dan's book 
Franciscan 
Lectio:  Reading 
the World 
through 
the Living 
Word is now available through Audible! 

Do you enjoy listening to Fr. Dan 
speak?  Follow along as he reads his book 
aloud!  Hear how he emphasizes or reads 
passages in a different way than you would 
read them. 

Fr. Dan says, "Listening to Franciscan 
Lectio as an audiobook seems to be more 
direct than its print edition.  Because 
listening and seeing are two different 
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March 28 - Holy Thurday - Mass at the 
Mountain 

March 29 - Good Friday - Mass at the 
Mountain 

March 30 - Holy Saturday - Mass at the 
Mountain 

March 31 - Easter Sunday - Mass at 11 am 
with dish to pass brunch to follow 

April: 

April 20 - Workday at the Mountain - 
please help if you can! 

Join us for Mass on any Sunday at  
11 am and stay for our dish-to-pass 

brunch! 

Thank you for the many ways you help 
support our mission to  

"Make all things New in Jesus Christ!"   

Your financial support of the Mountain 
Fund allows us to pay the utility bills, buy 
groceries, maintain our website, provide 

transportation for our SBU student guests, 
pay for printing and postage, and so much 

more!   

We appreciate you and pray for you and 
your family.  

Come visit and pray with us!   

Support the Mountain  
 

 

 

activities, you may enjoy both forms of the 
book as a way of informing and 
transforming your heart." 

Learn more about Franciscan 
Lectio:  Reading the World through the 
Living Word by clicking HERE to visit our 
website 

If you would like to leave a prayer 
request or you can help answer other 

people's, please click on this link 
below. 

PRAYER REQUEST  
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