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Christmas Family Activities 

 
Catholic Traditions for Advent and 
Christmas 
The four weeks before Christmas is the 
period of Advent, a time to prepare the 
way of the Lord for His coming as our 
King and Savior. By participating in 
various time honored traditions Catholic 
families can engage more fruitfully in the 
seasons of Advent and Christmas. 

It seems fitting that Advent is the 
beginning of the liturgical calendar, for it 
is a season of spiritual preparation 
marked by an eager longing for the birth 
of Our Savior Jesus Christ. Catholics are 
challenged in today’s secular world to put 
Christ back into Christmas. With two 
parents working in many households there 
is less time to devote to the spiritual life 
of the family. As Catholic parents we 
must strive to readjust our priorities and 
teach our children by living our faith both 
inside and outside the home. 

With the forces of a materialistic society, 
especially at Christmas, swirling about us, 
it is difficult to bring the true meaning of 
Christmas into full focus in our hearts and 
homes. There are many age-old Advent 
and Christmas traditions which can 
reinforce the deep, spiritual message of 
the season and which can help our 

children and families draw nearer to 
Christ. 

The following activities are just a few of 
the world wide traditions that can help 
you and your family live Advent and 
Christmas to the fullest.  
 
Activity 1 - Advent Wreath: 

        
The Advent wreath is probably the most 
recognized Advent custom. It is made of 
evergreens that are bound to a circle of 
wire. It symbolizes the many years from 
Adam to Christ in which the world 
awaited its Redeemer; it also represents 
the years that we have awaited His 
second and final coming. The wreath holds 
four equally spaced candles, the three 
purple ones lit on the penitential Sundays 
and a pink one for Gaudete, the joyful 
third Sunday in Advent. There are many 
prayers and hymns that can accompany 
your personal Advent wreath ceremony. 
Light a new candle each Sunday of 
Advent, perhaps at family dinner, and 
keep them burning each night until 
Christmas. 

Activity 2 - The Empty Manger: Each 
child can have his own individual manger, 
or there may be one manger for the 
whole family. (supplies and directions for 
making a manger are provided in this 
home kit) The idea is that when acts of 
service, sacrifice, or kindness are done in 
honor of Baby Jesus as a birthday 
present, the child places a piece of straw 
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in the manger. Encourage your children to 
make Jesus’ bed as comfortable as 
possible through their good deeds. Explain 
Christ’s incomparable self-gift at 
Christmas and Easter that enables us to 
be part of God’s family.   

Activity 3 - The Christ Candle: Any 
large, white candle can be used for the 
Christ candle. The idea is to decorate it 
with symbols for Christ. Use old Christmas 
cards, sequins, holly, etc.. The candle is lit 
on Christmas Eve to show that the Light 
of the World has arrived. Then continue 
to light the Christ candle throughout the 
year at Sunday dinner to remind your 
family of our waiting for Christ. 

Activity 4 - The Nativity Scene: This is 
the event in which the entire family 
shares setting up the Christmas manger. 
Mary and Joseph can be seen far off 
traveling and their approach to Bethlehem 
can be adjusted daily. Older children can 
make life size Nativity models - make 
them from clay, cut them our from 
cardboard, or set up pre-made figurines. 
The creative ideas are without limit. 
Make sure to place the Nativity scene 
where many can admire the children’s 
efforts to give glory to God. Remember to 
leave the manger empty until Christmas 
Eve when the family can place the baby 
on his straw bed. 

Activity 5 - Christmas Baking: There are 
many recipes available for great 
traditional Christmas baking ideas. The 
baking usually starts around December 
20th. As Christmas approaches, the house 
will smell of baking and fresh wreaths. 
The glory of Christmas is at hand! 
Perhaps say a prayer together as the 
baking of each recipe begins. 

Activity 6 - Blessing the Christmas 
Tree: More and more families are blessing 
their Christmas tree. Remind your 
children that the tree relates to many 
aspects of our faith (see the story in your 
packet on the history of the Christmas 
tree). Have the family gather around the 
tree after it’s decorated and either 
spouse could say the following prayer: 

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.  
Activity 7 - The Great “O” Antiphons: 
On the evening of December 17th the 
final phase of preparation for Christmas 
begins with the first of the great “O” 
Antiphons of Advent. These prayers are 
the seven jewels of liturgical song, one 
for each day until Christmas Eve. They 
sum up all our Advent longing for the 
Savior. Perhaps the whole family can 
gather together each night beginning on 
the 17th (around the tree, at the dinner 
table, as the Advent wreath is lit, etc.) 
and take turns saying the “O” Antiphon 
for that day. It could be followed by 
another prayer, a Christmas carol - 
whatever is most comfortable for your 
family.  
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December 17 
O Wisdom, of our God Most High, 
guiding creation with power and love: 
Come to teach us the path of 
knowledge! 

December 18  
O Leader of the House of Israel, giver 
of the Law to Moses on Sinai: Come to 
rescue us with your mighty power. 

December 19 
O Root of Jesse’s stem, sign of God’s 
love for all his people: Come to save us 
without delay! 

December 20 
O Key of David, opening the gates of 
God’s eternal Kingdom: Come and free 
the prisoners of darkness! 
December 21 
O Radiant Dawn, splendor of eternal 
light, sun of justice: Come and shine on 
those who dwell in darkness and in the 
 shadow of death. 

December 22 
O King of All Nations and keystone of 
the Church: Come and save man, whom 
you formed from the dust! 

December 23 
O Emmanuel, our King and Giver of 
Law: Come save us, Lord our God! 

The Church has been singing the “O” 
Antiphons since the eighth century. They 
are a magnificent theology that uses 
ancient biblical imagery drawn from the 
messianic hopes of the Old Testament to 
proclaim the coming Christ as the 
fulfillment not only of the Old Testament 
hopes, but present ones as well. Their 
repeated use of the imperative “Come!” 

embodies the longing of all for the Divine 
Messiah. 

Activity 8 - A Daily Advent Prayer: 
Father, all-powerful God, your eternal 
Word took flesh on our earth when the 
Virgin Mary placed her life at the service 
of your plan. Lift our minds in watchful 
hope to hear the voice which announces 
His glory and open our minds to receive 
the Spirit who prepares us for His coming. 
 

History of Christmas 
Christmas is both a sacred religious 
holiday and a worldwide cultural and 
commercial phenomenon. For two millennia, 
people around the world have been 
observing it with traditions and practices 
that are both religious and secular in 
nature. Christians celebrate Christmas 
Day as the anniversary of the birth of 
Jesus of Nazareth, a spiritual leader 
whose teachings form the basis of their 
religion. Popular customs include 
exchanging gifts, decorating Christmas 
trees, attending church, sharing meals 
with family and friends and, of course, 
waiting for Santa Claus to arrive. 
December 25–Christmas Day–has been a 
federal holiday in the United States since 
1870. 

In the early years of Christianity, Easter 
was the main holiday; the birth of Jesus 
was not celebrated. In the fourth 
century, church officials decided to 
institute the birth of Jesus as a holiday. 
Unfortunately, the Bible does not mention 
the date for his birth (a fact Puritans 
later pointed out in order to deny the 
legitimacy of the celebration). Although 
some evidence suggests that his birth may 
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have occurred in the spring (why would 
shepherds be herding in the middle of 
winter?), Pope Julius I chose December 
25. It is commonly believed that the 
church chose this date in an effort to 
adopt and absorb the traditions of the 
pagan Saturnalia festival. First called the 
Feast of the Nativity, the custom spread 
to Egypt by 432 and to England by the 
end of the sixth century. By the end of 
the eighth century, the celebration of 
Christmas had spread all the way to 
Scandinavia. Today, in the Greek and 
Russian orthodox churches, Christmas is 
celebrated 13 days after the 25th, which 
is also referred to as the Epiphany or 
Three Kings Day. This is the day it is 
believed that the three wise men finally 
found Jesus in the manger. 

By holding Christmas at the same time as 
traditional winter solstice festivals, 
church leaders increased the chances that 
Christmas would be popularly embraced, 
but gave up the ability to dictate how it 
was celebrated. By the Middle Ages, 
Christianity had, for the most part, 
replaced pagan religion. On Christmas, 
believers attended church, then 
celebrated raucously in a drunken, 
carnival-like atmosphere similar to today’s 
Mardi Gras. Each year, a beggar or 
student would be crowned the “lord of 
misrule” and eager celebrants played the 
part of his subjects. The poor would go to 
the houses of the rich and demand their 
best food and drink. If owners failed to 
comply, their visitors would most likely 
terrorize them with mischief. Christmas 
became the time of year when the upper 
classes could repay their real or imagined 

“debt” to society by entertaining less 
fortunate citizens. 

 

History and Meaning of the 
Christmas Tree 

 
Evergreen trees are symbolic of 
permanence.  These trees keep their 
crisp, green color all year. The traits of 
hope, rebirth, healing, loyalty, constancy, 
reverence, faithfulness are just some of 
the meanings attributed to this tree. 

For Christians the tree takes on even 
deeper meaning. the Christmas tree is 
best associated with the birth and 
resurrection of Christ. There are many 
theories about how exactly the tree got 
this connection to Christianity. One such 
theory is from St. Boniface, an eighth 
century Christian missionary. He 
established the fir as a sacred tree 
amongst the Druidic Germans. He cited 
how the wood of the fir was a wood of 
peace. He also pointed out how the 
evergreen was a symbol of everlasting life 
- something Christ promises to all people. 
St. Boniface also observed how the fir, so 
strong and erect, pointed to heaven and 
deemed it the tree of the Christ child. 
Decorations, especially lights on the tree, 
were symbolic of every soul saved by the 
light of Christ. This is a tree worthy of 
the celebration of life. Bold, noble, strong 
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and evergreen . . . these trees are 
perfect symbols of the joy and hope felt 
at Christmas time. 

St. John Paul II introduced the Christmas 
tree custom to the Vatican in 1982 and it 
has become an integral part of the 
Vatican Christmas celebrations. St. John 
Paul II called the Christmas tree a 
symbol of Christ. He said, “ This very 
ancient custom exalts the value of life, as 
in winter what is evergreen becomes a 
sign of undying life and it reminds 
Christians of the “tree of life” of Genesis 
2:9, an image of Christ, the supreme gift 
of God to humanity. The Christmas tree 
with its twinkling lights, reminds us that 
with the birth of Jesus the tree of life 
has blossomed anew in the desert of 
humanity.” 

 

 


