
Our father, ere he went 
Out with his brother, Death, 

Smiling and well-content 
As a bridegroom goeth, 

Sweetly forgiveness prayed 
From man or beast whom he 

Had ever injured
Or burdened needlessly. 

‘Verily,’ then said he,
‘I crave before I pass 

Forgiveness full and free
Of my little brother, the ass.

Many a time and oft, 
When winds and ways were hot, 
He hath borne me cool and soft 
And service grudged me not. 

‘And once did it betide 
There was, unseen of me,

A gall upon his side 
That suffered grievously. 
And once his manger was 

Empty and bare, and brown. 
(Praise God for sweet, dry grass 

That Bethlehem folk shook down! ) 

‘Consider, brethren,’ said he, 
‘Our little brother; how mild, 

How patient, he will be, 
Though men are fierce and wild. 

His coat is gray and fine, 
His eyes are kind with love; 
This little brother of mine 

Is gentle as the dove. 

‘Consider how such an one 
Beheld our Saviour born, 

And carried him, full-grown, 
Through Eastern streets one morn.

For this the Cross is laid 
Upon him for a sign. 
Greatly is honourèd 

This little brother of mine.’ 

SAINT FRANCIS AND THE NATIVITY
By Deb Kidwell

Lake Nowhere Mule and Donkey Farm

I
t is winter and along with longeared

winter coats comes the “holiday sea-

son.” Regardless of what religion you

practice, we all recognize the icons of dif-

ferent religions; the Christian cross, the

Jewish Star of David and the crescent moon

and star of the Muslim faith. I feel that this

year, more than others in my past, I am

seeking more quiet time in the company of

my longears, Jackstock and mules alike.

They are not judgmental, have no comment

on world affairs or politics and just stand in

quiet observation of the world, as they know

it. During these times I think of what an im-

pact these animals have had on ancient reli-

gion since they are mentioned in the Bible

and the Quran. My thoughts, as a Christian,

turned to the nativity and an Ecuadorian

proverb I had heard about the mule and the

nativity. According to this proverb, not only

were an ox and donkey present at the birth

of Jesus, but a mule as well. The animals

were asked to help in warming the baby on

the cold night and the ox and donkey

breathed softly on the baby while the mule

accidentally snorted, thus he was relegated

to carry all the burdens of men from that

time forward. I never heard of a mule being

at the nativity, but if an animal was going to

add his two cents worth to any occasion, it

would be the mule!

The true story of the “nativity scene” or

crèche, as we know it today does include a

donkey. In 1223 (some texts say 1220) Saint

Francis of Assisi was living in the town of

Greccio, Italy. He felt that Christmas Eve

Mass might have more impact if he could

make the extraordinary experiences of the

first Christmas accessible to worshippers.

He asked the Pope’s permission to do so and

asked a close friend, John Velita to loan him

animals and straw to set up a scene to rep-

resent Jesus Christ’s birth in Bethlehem.

The scene, which was set up in a grotto just

outside of town, featured a wax figure of the

infant Jesus, costumed people playing the

roles of Mary and Joseph and the live ox

and donkey loaned by John. 

During the Mass, Francis told the Christ-

mas story from the Bible and then delivered

a sermon. He spoke to the people gathered

there about the first Christmas and the

miraculous impact that placing their faith in

Christ, the baby born in a simple manger,

could make in their lives. Francis urged

people to reject hatred and embrace love,

with God’s help. This humble scene had

such a strong impact that it quickly took

hold in all of Italy. Soon after, the tradition

found its way into the houses of Europe’s

nobility, eventually reaching the homes of

the poorest of the poor. In Spain, the tradi-

tion was embraced by King Carlos III (yes,

the King who sent George Washington his

first Spanish jack!), who in the 18th century

imported it from Naples. 

Saint Francis is the patron saint of ani-

mals and one of his favorite animals was the

donkey. At the end of his life he was almost

blind and had other medical problems from

a bout of Malaria contracted when he was

in Egypt. He traveled extensively on don-

keys at this time. There is a legend about

Saint Francis thanking his donkey for his

service from his deathbed and it is said that

the donkey wept. Irish author and poet,

Katharine Tynan wrote a poem that is a very

touching tribute to that scene:

Of St. Francis and the Ass



And even while he spake, 
Down in his stable stall 
His little ass ‘gan shake 

And turned its face to the wall. 
Down fell the heavy tear; 
Its gaze so mournful was, 

Fra Leo, standing near, 
Pitied the little ass. 

That night our father died, 
All night the kine did low: 
The ass went heavy-eyed, 

With patient tears and slow. 
The very birds on wings 

Made mournful cries in the air. 
Amen! all living things 

Our father’s brethern were.

I wish all of you a most peaceful and

blessed Christmas. Deb Kidwell
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