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By Teresa A. Parsons
ast weekend, the people
of Assisi House claimed
Jesus, child of poverty, as
one of their own.

At first glance, the pag-
eant they presented at St.
Anthony of
Church on Saturday

afternoon appeared no different from what
goes on in hundreds of churches at Christ-
mastime. The classic Christmas story con-
tained no surprises. Nor was there anything

- outstanding about the quality of the candle-

light or the music agd dancing.

" What made this pageant special were the
people who took part. None of them had to
imagine Mary and Joseph’s weariness as they
wandered Bethlehem’s streets, their isolation
as outsiders for whom ne one would make
room, or their sorrow and frustration at fail-
ing to provide the best for their child.

. For the people who frequent the storefront
on Lyell Avenue, those are daily realities. It
was an unaccustomed sense of holiness and
goodness that caught them unaware as they
were transformed into angels and shepherds

and wise men, leaving behind for an hour or .

two the' addictions, mental illnesses, pover-
ty, and despair that ordinarily plague their
lives.

could really ‘do this)’ said Paula Dumont,
director of Assisi House. “For many of them,
moments. of joy and fun have always come
with getting drunk. This good feeling is
something they’ve never experienced before)’

No transformation, not even an impend-
ing one, was evident at rehearsal Friday eve-

- ning. Instead, it was an ordeal from

-beginning to end. The temperature in the
church was bone-chiiling, the head angel
didn’t show up with the music, and Joseph
got nervous and disappeared less than half-
way through, leaving Mary alone on the al-
tar. For most of the evening, one young angel
ran around and around the church scream-
ing like a banshee.

On the other hand, Ihe group was blessed

with a wonderfully cooperative Mary and Je-
sus. Even after more than two hours in the
cold church. three-month-old Ralph Edward
Sutton Jr.. never uttered a peep of protest.

Neither did his mother, Gwen Watkins. As '

she held her child close under his layers of
wrapping, she wore a smile as gentle and radi-
ant as that of any Madonna.\

On Saturday, even the banshee angel
seemed to feel the difference as she sat quietly
on the altar steps during “Silent Night?”

“It .was a small miracle” Dumont said.
“The Lord -must’ve hit her with the° Holy

Spirit”

This is Assisi House’s second Christmas
pageant. Only about 10 people participated
in the first one last year. “It was crazy and
a little zany;” Dumont said, “but the people
loved it

This year, so many people overcame thenr
initial shyness and volunteered that she had
to move the event around the corner to St.
Anthony’s Church. For the final perfor-
mance, there were more people on the altar
than in the audience.

Dumont, who describes herself as a quasi-
comemplatlvc said that she conceived the
idea for a pageant in prayer.

“I was asking the Lord Jesus how I could
help these peole experience the joy of His
coming and of His love for them;. she

recalled. “Then I thought of St. Francis of |

Assisi, who was a great lover of song and
dance and festivities as well as a patron of
the poor and the sick. Hé created the first
creche, and so I thought why not try a living
creche?’ ‘

From the time she arrived at Assisi House
more than a year ago, Dumont began incor-
porating simple moevements and gestures into
daily prayer services.

“It’s a multi-dimensional way of teaching'

and healing and celebrating the fact that we

are all God’s people!” she explained. “I would -

Padua.

*“People told me they couldn’t believe they -

Each of their movements were prayers in action as shepherd Christy Dumont (rear), wise man Jesse Nava {center), and the
innkeeper’s daughter, portrayed by Anastasia Chiarenza (front), danced before the infant Jesus.

~Beyond poverty sickness, and sorrow, a heolmg holiness

~
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Assisi House director Paula Dumont (right) and Elvie Chiarenza (left) led the
heavenly host in a simple set of gestures which accompanied the hymn ‘Silent
Nugm ** Both Dumont and Chiarenza are members of Shalom, a liturgical dance

group based in Henrietta.

kid the people afterward and say, “Wouldn’t
you like to do that in a pageant?’ To my sur-
prise, I had some takers.’

With help from fellow members of the
Shalom liturgical dance group, based in Hen-
rietta, Dumont gradually began working with
individuals who expressed interest in the pag-
eant. One of their star pupils was Jesse Nava,
who portrayed a wise man this year. Al-
though he had never danced in public before,
Nava performed a graceful duet with 11-year-
old Anastasia Chiarenza of Henrietta.

“He went through and prayed about all his
movements)’ Dumont said. “He was frustrat-

ed because what he felt inside got stuck on -
" the way out .

. but he really liked it

Saffi Ferguson was equally serious about
portraying Joseph. “Joseph doesn’t really
know everything, he doesn’t understand
everything, but he believes in everything

good;’ he said. “In this age of spectacular and*

magnificent things, we don’t always recognize
or appreciate the value of quiet belief and ac-
ceptance. Joseph’s was one of those silent
voices.’

Since it opened six years ago as an out-
reach of St. Francis of Assisi Parish on Whit-
ney Street, Assisi House has been a place
where those who felt worthless could discover
their talents and use them. Over the years,
staff members have offered hospitality as well
as programs for worship, advocacy and self-
help through such groups as Alcoholics
Anonymous and Al-Anon.

But the distinction between those who give |
and those who receive help has never been |

very clear there. Dumont’s daughter, Christy,
a Nazareth Academy freshman who volun-
teers at Assisi House several days a week, jn-
itially expected that she would do most of the

_them, but is covered up by hurt and dysfunc-

" we as a Church want them, accept them and

The real Joseph could hardly have been
more protective than Sam Ferguson,
who seldom turned his eyes away from

Ralph Edward Sutton Jr. and his
mother, Gwen Watkins, who took the
parts of Mary and Jesus.

giving. “l‘ve found that they’ve given me a
lot more)” she said.

“We so often overlook the fact that these
people really want to be part of a communi-
ty;’ her mother added. “They belong to
Christ. His life is warm and beautiful in

tion. Things like this are tiny lights that say

love them, and that we know Christ does”

Despite the tremendous amount of time
and effort the pageant requires, Dumont has
no doubt that Assisi House will put on an-
other one next year. Already, she’s looking
ahead, hoping to make it an even more
prayerful teaching experience for everyone in-
volved.

“It makes you feel Christmas?’ she said.
“It’s really a Christmas present to yourself?”

How to tell Santa
what you want for Christmas

First you need a Santa, and a lap. Then you
give him a hug! And Santa will say Ho Ho Ho,
Merry Christmas! Then he will ask you what

you want for Christmas. And you tell him what '

you whant for Christmass. Now you are done
telling what you whant for Chirstmas.

- Katie O’Sullivan

St. John, Humboldt

Grade 3

How to decorate a Christmas t?ee‘

“Can | decorate the Christmas tree’ said

David.

“Yes;’. said David’s mother.

“Hurray!”? said David. .

David went anid got the ornaments. The first
one he put up was Santa. The second one he
put up was Rudolph. The third was one of San-

. ta’s Elves. The last one of course was the star.

Jason Holton
St. John, Humboldt
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How to make a fruitcake

You need 200 eggs and four boxes of but-

ter. You will need 13 pounds of flour. You will

need a big bowl, You will need a big spoon to

stir. It will be done when it bubbles at 100
degrees

Bryan Cookrey

St. John, Humboldt

Grade 2
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How to make o fruitcake

You need two gallons of milk. It serves about
20 people. Put in 50 eggs, two bottles of short-
ening, 10 bananas, five pineapples and 30
oranges. Put it in the oven for 400 degrees.
There you have it — a triple double fruitcake!

Michael Crowe
St. John, Humboldt

Grade 2
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