
As we break the wafer, we let 
go of all our grievances and 
resentments. An interview 
with Father Robert Łojek, 

pastor of St. Robert and St. Constance 
parishes in Chicago.

„SE”: – How are Poles in Chicago 
preparing for the upcoming Christ-
mas holidays?
Robert Łojek: – From Monday to Fri-
day, our church celebrates the Holy 
Eucharist. Before Christmas itself, 
we hold Advent retreats so that peo-
ple can prepare well for the festivities.
– What does Christmas Eve look 
like in the USA?
– In keeping with tradition, we do not 
eat meat dishes on that day. In Polish 
homes, multi-generational families 
often gather at one big table. Ameri-
cans celebrate the first day of Christ-
mas more than Christmas Eve, and it 
is then that turkey appears on Ameri-
can tables.
– Do twelve dishes still prevail on 
Polish tables?
– This is the case in most Polish 
homes. About sixty per cent of Poles 
in Chicago order Christmas Eve take-
-away food from restaurants or stores. 
It is very good, it tastes like home-
-made food. The nuns prepare the 
twelve dishes themselves, the same 
number of dishes was in my family 
house in Poland. They also put hay 
on the table and cover it with a whi-

te tablecloth. The 
dishes are made 
with produ-
ce from the 
forest, waters 
and fields, 
namely mushrooms, cabbage, pop-
py seeds and fish. It is usually red bor-
scht with dumplings, compote made 
of dried plums, mushroom soup, and 
for dessert - poppy seed cake, babka 
or other baked goods.
During the holidays, Poles abroad con-
nect spiritually with their hometow-
ns. It is important that such Christ-
mas Eve traditions as serving twelve 
dishes, leaving a place at the table for 
an unexpected guest, breaking the 
wafer, exchanging wishes, carol sin-
ging and going to Midnight Mass sho-
uld be passed on to the next genera-
tions of Poles born in the USA. It is 
also very important to pass on to the 
young generation our Polish values 
such as: faith, love and forgiveness. 
This is our Polish identity, without 
which we, Poles, do not exist.
– What is your favorite Christmas 
Eve dish?
– A soup made with real mushro-
oms. I must admit I smuggled some 
in during my last trip from Poland, 
they are delicious and come from the 
forests of Podhale. Many Poles, Slo-
vaks or Russians go to Colorado and 
Wisconsin especially for mushroo-
ming. Of all the desserts, I like the 

poppy seed cake and babka 
(a yeast cake) the most. One of 

our nuns bakes amazing cakes, she 
has a great talent in confectionery.
– What’s about alcohol during 
the holidays?
– On Christmas Eve we don’t drink. 
On Christmas Day you can, often 

a glass of wine or beer is served after 
the meal.
– We often sit at the family table 
arguing with our family. What can 
we do to avoid anger and tension 
on this day?
– As we break the wafer, let’s let go of 
all our grievances and resentments, 
let it be forgotten. Let us forgive our-
selves and shake hands truly from 
the heart. As we forgive others, 
let us also forgive ourselves. 
Let us go to Midnight Mass 
together, let us sing carols 
together. We, Poles, are 
like one big family 
in Chicago.
– And how do Poles, 
who have no home 
or family here, 
spend Christmas?
– The St. Hyacinth 
Basilica in Chicago 
has hosted Christ-
mas Eve suppers for 
the homeless and 
lonely for years, 
and this year it 
will be held as well. 

Meals for the hungry are provided 
for Thanksgiving, and there is an 
eating place throughout the year 
where anyone can get a bite to eat.
– Which Christmas do you 
remember best?
– The one from 25 years ago. It was 
my first Christmas in the States 
and I spent it all alone. I prepa-
red only a few modest dishes for 
myself. I felt very lonely and I pro-
mised myself that I would never let 
that happen again. And I didn’t. Sin-
ce then, I have never spent Christ-
mas alone again.
Interviewed by: MARTA J. RAWICZ
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The midnight mass 
- brightness in the 
middle of the night

Celebrating the Midnight Mass 
commemorates the waiting and 
prayers of the shepherds going 
to Bethlehem to welcome the 
Messiah. The custom of celebra-
ting midnight mass on Christ-
mas Eve is over 1500 years old, 
and it has been known for seve-
ral hundred years in Poland.
The solemn holy mass called 
the Midnight Mass (from the 
midnight celebration) belongs 
to the religious observances of 
Christmas. During the Mid-
night Mass, all church bells 
ring loudly, and when the fait-
hful fill the temples to the brim, 
the „Bóg się rodzi” carol fills 
their every inch. The night ser-
vice to the glory of the Baby 
Jesus was introduced into the 
liturgy of the Catholic Church 
in the 6th century after it had 

been celebrated just outside the 
walls of Bethlehem for nearly 
200 years. In Poland, after the 
Christmas Eve supper, Catho-
lics have been rushing to Mid-
night Mass since the Midd-
le Ages. Midnight Mass 
begins the celebration 
of Christmas and the 
new liturgical year 
in the Church. Befo-
re the mass court car-
riages and peasant 
carts would race to 
get to the church in 
Polish villages. Wal-
king to churches on 
foot for the Midnight 
Mass in memory of 
the shepherds going 
to the stable became 
popular later on despite 
cold winters.

The 
nativity 
scene, or 

the idea of   
St. Francis

The nativity scene is an impor-
tant symbol and element of Chri-
stian culture. It shows a stable or 
a grotto where the Savior was born.
Starting from the 6th century 
a wooden manger was erected 
in the Basilica of St. Mary Major 
in Rome. It was believed to come 
from the grotto of Bethlehem. St. 
Francis of Assisi contributed to the 
belief that the birth of Jesus sho-
uld be associated with the man-
ger. The Old Testament tradition 

depicts the donkey as the ani-
mal of the Messiah. In the Chri-
stian Middle Ages, the donkey, 
as a burden-bearing animal, 
became an announcement of the 
cross, and the ox became a sym-
bol of sacrifice.
Saint Francis was the creator of 
a living nativity scene with peo-
ple and animals. Its scenery, in 
1223, was Greccio - a grotto near 
a Franciscan monastery. Its idea 
was to bring the idea of   salvation 
to the common people. The only 
carved figure in Saint Francis’s 
nativity scene was the Child in the 
manger. Candle light and torches 
have been used to organize nativi-
ty scenes for centuries. First, tho-
se waiting for the Messiah wou-
ld emerge from the darkness, and 
when Christ was born, the stable 
brightened in front of the distur-
bed believers.
Initially, nativity scenes were crea-
ted in Europe at Franciscan mona-
steries, then the custom spread. 
In Poland, Franciscans began 
presenting nativity scenes in 
churches at the end of the 
13th century.
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Song, prayer, staging - three ways to honor 
the Child who was born in Bethlehem. Polish 
Catholics attach great importance to each 
of them. Many cannot imagine Christmas 

Eve without carols, going to the midnight mass or 
Christmas without admiring the nativity scene.

In Poland, Franciscans began 
presenting nativity scenes in 
churches at the end of the 

Polish Identity 
is about Values

Carol singing 
as a tradition

Songs known as Christmas 
carols began to widely celebrate 
the birth of Christ in the 16th cen-
tury. It was then that they started 
to be sung in Poland too. Michał 
Marcin Mioduszewski, a Polish 
priest, was a collector of religio-
us songs, including folk carols.
Carol singing is deeply rooted in 
the Polish tradition. It usually 
starts right after Christmas Eve. 
As songs praising the birth of the 
Lord and the triumph of light 
over darkness, they are often 
accompanied by sparklers. The 
oldest Polish Christmas carol, 
„Zdrow się, king anjelski”, was 
created in 1424. At the end of 
the 19th century, it was found 
by Aleksander Brückner, a Polish 
literary historian, in the manu-
script of the Załuski Library in 
St. Petersburg. He also found out 
that the manuscript came from 
the library of the vicars of Wiśli-
ca. The lyrics of the carol was 
part of a sermon by Jan Szcze-
kna, a Cistercian monk and con-
fessor of Queen Jadwiga, who 
taught theology at the Universi-
ty of Kraków from 1407. Unfortu-
nately, there is no musical nota-
tion for the lyrics. One can only 
assume that it was sung to the 
accompaniment of a lyre like 
many early Christmas carols.
Starting from the 16th cen-
tury Christmas carols 
were sung while 
going from hou-
se to house on 
Christmas Eve 
and accepting 
money and 
food for it. 
There was 
little serio-
usness in it. 

Priests wou-

ld rebuke carol singers for that 
attitude to caroling in their ser-
mons, and then they began to 
personally approve the indivi-
duals who could sing carols in 
a given village during a specific 
year. In the end, however, this 
practice was abandoned becau-
se parish priests used to choose 
level-headed and married far-
mers as carol singers. This could 
not support the superstition that 
a couple formed by a male carol 
singer and a bachelorette wou-
ld live happily ever after.
Carmelite, Franciscan and 
Jesuit orders would also sing 
carols apart from rural carol 
singers. Their members wou-
ld put on short performances 
of scenes depicting the birth 
of Jesus. The figures of Herod, 
Death, the Devil and the Magi 
would present religious dispu-
tes during such performances, 
and the idea of   salvation always 
won. In Poland, Christmas per-
formances accompanied by the-
matic religious songs became 
popular in the Renaissance.
In 1849, Teofil Lenartowicz wrote 
a Christmas carol called „Mizer-
na cicha stajenka licha” which 
was part of his anti-German 
„Szopka”. The Christmas carol 
„Bóg się rodzi”, traditionally ope-

ning the Midnight Mass, 
was written by Fran-

ciszek Karpiń-
ski. Its melody 

is a corona-
tion polo-
naise from 
the times 
of Bato-
ry, when 
Poland was 
a power-

ful nation.
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Song, prayer, staging - three ways to honor 
the Child who was born in Bethlehem. Polish 
Catholics attach great importance to each 
of them. Many cannot imagine Christmas 

Eve without carols, going to the midnight mass or 
Christmas without admiring the nativity

Praising the birth 
of the Savior


