Christmas Eve Nativity Notes from the Family that Hosted the ‘Inn’

(This activity could be adapted from the original /parish home setting and be used in care
homes, hospices, or any place where people could gather to find and remember Christmas.)

The ‘Christmas Eve Nativity at Home’ started as a ‘gap filling’ venture due to the amalgamation of
parishes and the loss of a Christmas Eve venue. The result was, however, so well received, that, for
the next seventeen years and until covid struck, it became an annual Christmas Eve event in which
both adults and children took part.

This, most importantly, was an unrehearsed play. The aim was inclusion, not perfection! The result
was a joyful evening full of surprises and moments to cherish. The scripts were simply read from by
the relevant volunteers, whilst dressed as the parts. One year, the young man who asked to be
‘Joseph’ could not read, so his father read the script, and, to our surprise and delight, the young man
acted his part with sign language.

The evening started with candles being lit in jars outside and people arriving. Volunteers were given
parts to play and ushered off into another room to choose costumes. (A variety of tunics, head
cloths, bands, sheepskins, walking sticks (for shepherd’s crooks) and bright kings tunics, carefully
placed around the room.) A volunteer or two were in attendance for helpful advice on relevant
choice of costume, and for providing safety pins (the most essential item of the evening!)

Once the individually highlighted scripts had been handed out and the volunteers had dressed in a
relevant costume, there was a welcome address. (If animals, candles or a shepherd’s fire are
involved, a safety announcement is essential at this point to ensure all runs smoothly.) A word to
encourage loud voices when reading scripts is useful at this point also...

The ‘Wayfarer’s Lantern’ was then lit and placed outside in the porch by a volunteer, this ancient
tradition to welcome Christ into the home. The scene is then set. Backstage in the garden a donkey
and was making its’ way to the ‘inn’....

The cue for ‘Joseph’ to knock on the door...

A note regarding the livestock:

We were fortunate in having sheep available, which were penned either in the garden or near the
manger. Donkeys too and on occasion goats. None of these are at all essential. Improvise if there is
not a donkey already in the back garden! Donkeys are not often available... Oxen too, are a bit
scarce to be around too often, locally. So maybe paint a backdrop of the relevant livestock on a
large opened-up cardboard box or sheet of cloth. Or use a brown blanket for the ox and a grey one
for the donkey, draped over the back of a volunteer. A donkey ‘mask’ is not difficult to make if you
have some cardboard or old cereal packets. We will try to post some ideas with the ‘costumes’
pages.

One particularly wet Christmas Eve when we had to do without live sheep, we found that a
sheepskin rug worked well in their place... The volunteers putt the rugs on their bent backs and
held stout sticks as front legs. I must admit that they were very noisy sheep that year....

You don’t need to have a stable or a garden shed either... If you have a garage, this could be used as
an alternative ‘shelter’ for Mary and Joseph. Or if in Africa or where Christmas is celebrated in the
summer months, use a place where the trees are shady to provide rest from the sun. Use imagination
and use what is available to convey the Christmas message, even if it is updated to available
alternatives.

Regarding the scripts:

These can vary with what is possible, with conversations between the shepherds and kings
becoming appropriate for local customs. The most reliable scripts would be simple reading from the
bible to convey the story, interspersed with carols, whilst the people move from scene to scene in a
garden for instance. We added conversations between the shepherds, the kings and Joseph and



Mary. The initial script of the play in 2007 was gradually adapted by the youngsters in the host
family as they grew up. The scripts would not get full points for correctness, but for a little added
imagination and humour, and for the effort that the youngsters put into it and for the joy of
participation.

Back at the ‘Inn’:

Due to having two excellent cooks in the host family, it was possible to lay on a good spread of
food at the ‘Inn’ for after the play had been completed. It was a warm welcome for all. However,
guests could bring plates of food for the ‘Inn’ meal, or mince pies and mulled wine could be
offered, or soup and bread and cheese, or whatever the local custom would be. It is the welcome of
people and the effort to bring the Nativity story alive again that matters above all else. Equally
importantly, most visitors also brough non-perishable food and warm hats and gloves for the
homeless, which would be delivered to the local shelter later in the evening by a volunteer.

Except for two years, one when we had to cancel due to snow and ice and another year when the
hosts caught swine-flu, the play ran uninterrupted for seventeen years until Covid struck and age
caught up with us a bit. Also, more importantly, a Mass was reinstated at the local church on
Christmas Eve.

For many, the Christmas Eve Nativity brought a glimpse of Christmas that was unique. For some it
would be curiosity that brought them. For others it was to feel welcome. The parts were played
ecumenically, Christian, Muslim and, on many occasions, those whose first knowledge of the
Christmas story would be on that night. It was a heartwarming, if exhausting evening for the host
family, but this was Christmas....

Although the play and open welcome at the ‘Inn’ originated to heal the wounds of parish
amalgamation and the loss of a venue for the usual Christmas Eve Nativity play, it became a magnet
for an ecumenical Christmas Eve celebration. Afterwards, Catholics went on to attend Midnight
Mass or Mass on Christmas day. Anglicans to their Christmas services. All denominations and
Faiths to their own traditions. But we had stood together to unravel and wonder at the Nativity
story. And for those who just came to see, found welcome and inclusion in a story of hope and joy.
One year some parishioners turned up in their best clothing. We had to provide coats... Before they
left, the lady told us: ‘I thought we were coming to a Christmas Eve drinkies party... But I have
never had such fun in my life!’

Organisers Notes
The main actors were adults, not just for safety reasons, but because they simply loved having a
chance to take a part again as adults and not just have to watch!
A note re mulled wine or alcohol:
Good idea to wait till back at the ‘Inn’ after the performance for anything other than a small amount
of mulled wine....
A note regarding the use of Live Animals:
If you do use live animals, remember to provide hurdles as safety barriers. Donkeys are not always
sweet and gentle, especially when presented unexpectedly with a crowd of people bearing tinsel and
long tunics... feeding them carrots is also not advisable as small fingers can get sucked into a joyful
donkey’s mouth along with the carrot... Be aware and take care. A safety announcement at the
beginning of proceedings is essential, especially where small children are involved, to ensure that
parents keep a watch on their own children’s activities and safety. If there is a real fire for the
shepherds, please note safety caution with people wearing long robes near fire and extinguish any
fire once the play is completed, to ensure children’s safety afterwards. We always put a volunteer
on guard for the fire, who also had a bucket of sand and an extinguisher nearby.



Decoration and atmosphere:

We used an array of 8-hour nightlight candles in jam jars to light the garden. (Again, safety rules
need to be thought through carefully. LED candles or white Christmas tree lights prove much safer
in many circumstances. We used these as well...)

Our Preparation Lists included:

Things we asked people to bring:

Wear warm clothes and strong shoes/boots. (This for English winter weather)

Bring a SMALL TORCH to read script and carols by!

Bring non-perishable food or warm hats and gloves for the homeless to be delivered later that
evening by a volunteer.

Things to Prepare and Collect together
A large lantern to use as the ‘Wayfarer’s Light’.
Small torches for those who have forgotten to bring theirs!
Large flood-light torches to light play scenes. (But to be carefully directed to prevent blinding the
actors and making them unable to read their words!)

Candles, option one: Tray to light candles on and transport them.
Tapers to light tea lights.

Jam jars to put candles in.

8-hour tea lights

Option two: Led lights. Christmas lights, white.

Atmosphere accessories:

Eastern rugs and hangings to decorate shelter.

Straw/hay/reeds

A simple manger or wooden drawer or open box to use as baby bed.
Lanterns and drapes.

Backdrop cloth (This could just be plain curtains in brown or blue)
Safety Hurdles if livestock present.

Head-collar and saddlecloth for donkey if present. Practice the donkey...
For Costumes:

Tunics, all sizes!

Safety pins.

Clothes rail plus hangers.

Long scarfs / long pieces of cloth to use as waist ties.

For Shepherds:

Sheep skin rugs and coats. (Cut arms off and turn inside out for shepherd’s coats.)
Soft-toy lambs.

Walking Sticks to use as shepherd’s crooks.

Kings:

King’s gifts.

Angels:

Cassocks for Angels and tinsel for halos in hair.

Jesus:

Baby doll if no real live baby is available (or even a bundle of cloth if no doll or baby are available.)



To print:

Script sheets, marked with parts for each participant.

Hymn sheets.

Invites.

Music:

Does anyone play keyboard or Guitar? Flute? Find out in advance...
Maybe use carol music DVD’s for after.

Safety notes included:
Fire extinguishers and fire blanket. Bucket of Sand near fire /candles.
Hurdles.

Notices to be given or written included:

Notice if animals are used that hands should be washed after the play and before joining the feast at
the ‘Inn’.

Toilet and sink notice.

Soap and towels.

A note for outside door after return from garden: ‘Please leave muddy boots and shoes outside
door’. Have volunteer available....

Along with general sensible safety issues where required.

NB: Volunteers helped sort and tidy the costumes afterwards and put any muddy costumes aside to
wash. They also helped clear up the kitchen.

Refreshments for the Inn!!

These notes could flow on and on, but they are only to give prompts and ideas. Have fun!

Make room for Jesus at Christmas!



