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The Empty Place at the Table

Polish Christmas, and the night that begins with a star
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Before You Begin
†

This is not a guide to cooking carp. It is a walk through the Polish
Christmas Eve that almost nobody stops to explain: the waiting for a
star, the thin wafer broken before the soup, the chair that no one sits in.

Some of these things come from the Gospel. Some come from village
custom. Some come from older folk belief. They are not all the same,
and they are not required for a Catholic Christmas. At their best they
make a house ready for a Child who once found no room.

Read it before December if you can. The night does not require a
farmhouse in Mazowsze. It requires a table that has thought about Him.
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Chapter 1

The Night Called Wigilia
†

Wigilia is the Polish name for Christmas Eve. The word is cousin to vigil.
It means a watch. The Church already knows how to wait: Easter has a
Vigil, Christmas has a vigil Mass. A household vigil is not the same as the
liturgy. It prepares for Mass. It does not replace it.

Someone says the sky is too cloudy. Someone else says that bright
thing over the roof is only a planet. The soup stays covered. The night
begins when the house agrees that the light has come.

Christ told His disciples to stay awake. Wigilia is a domestic way of
taking that seriously for one evening. You do not start with presents.
You start with looking.

Then there is food, song, a wafer, a spare chair, and later the walk to
church. The table is doing catechesis with spoons.
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Reflection

Christians begin some of their greatest feasts by not starting.

That sounds odd until you remember Easter night, or the hours before a
wedding, or Advent itself. Waiting is not emptiness. It is the shape of
hope when the gift is not yet in the room.

Wigilia is a household custom, not a sacrament. Nobody is a lesser
Catholic for eating at five because small children cannot wait for a star.
The point is the direction: we do not invent the feast. We receive it.
The table prepares the feet for Pasterka. If the evening never leaves the
kitchen, something essential has been left sitting.

A Short Prayer

Lord, teach us to watch, and not to begin the feast without You. Amen.
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Chapter 2

Until the First Star
†

The Magi were scholars of the sky. The Polish table lets a seven-year-old
be the scholar. A child is sent to the window. The meal does not start
until that child says the star is there.

Matthew says the Magi saw a star and set out. Seeing was not enough.
They moved. The Polish custom is smaller and ruder: nobody gets
barszcz until the light has been noticed.

The family waits for a light it cannot switch on. That is a Christian
idea hiding in a domestic rule. God's light is received before it is
controlled.

On a cloudy night someone cheats a little. Grace is not destroyed by a
cloudy sky. The child still looks.
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Reflection

The Magi did not stay at the window. They went.

A Polish child pointing at a winter sky is not repeating Matthew. The
child is learning the first half of the lesson: look up. The second half
comes later, when coats go on for Mass.

We live among lights we can command. A kettle switch. A phone.
Waiting for a star is a small protest against that. Something is allowed to
arrive without us.
If the custom becomes a fight about astronomy, it has already missed the
point. The point is that Christmas is not started by the cook. It is started
by a light.

A Short Prayer

Lord of the Magi, give us eyes that look up, and feet that follow. Amen.
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Chapter 3

The Thin Bread Called Opłatek
†

Before the soup there is a thin white wafer. Poles call it opłatek. The
word comes from Latin oblata, something offered. It is baked as a wafer.
It may be blessed. It is not consecrated. It is not the Eucharist.

That distinction matters. Families have ruined the custom by
speaking as if they were giving each other Communion at the table.
They are not. They are sharing a blessed bread and a word of peace.

The custom, in the form most Poles now know, grew in Polish homes
over the last few centuries, helped by convents and parish baking.
Emigrants carried envelopes of it across oceans. The exact medieval story
is less tidy than souvenir shops suggest. The meaning is still clear: you
may not approach the soup until you have approached the people.

Each person breaks a piece from the other's wafer and offers a wish. It
is awkward if you have not spoken since August. That is part of its work.
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Reflection

Christ said that if you are offering your gift at the altar and remember
that your brother has something against you, leave the gift. Go and be
reconciled first.

Opłatek is not that altar. The altar is at Mass. The wafer is a household
rehearsal: you cannot honestly sing Bóg się rodzi if you will not look
your sister in the face.

The blessing does not make the wafer the Eucharist. It remains bread
used in a Christian house. The table can point toward the altar. It is not
the altar. The wafer can point toward Holy Communion. It is not Holy
Communion.
If the custom survives only as a pretty photograph, it has already become
thinner than the bread.

A Short Prayer

Lord, reconcile us before we eat, and keep our hearts hungry for the Bread
that is truly Your Body. Amen.
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Chapter 4

Forgive Me Before We Eat
†

The sentence that goes with the wafer is often simple. Forgive me. God
bless you. I wish you health. In some houses it is longer and more formal.
In others it is a mutter and a kiss.

A family can sing beautifully and still refuse to speak. The wafer
makes that harder. Someone has to walk two steps toward somebody else
and hold out a piece of bread.

The Our Father has already told us the rule: forgive us as we forgive.
Wigilia does not add a new commandment. It puts the old one in the
kitchen before the beetroot.

Confession belongs nearby if the wound is serious. A wafer cannot
replace the sacrament of Penance. It can send you there.
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Reflection

Forgiveness that never becomes a step across a room is only an idea.

The kitchen is a good place for that step because it is ordinary. No one is
dressed as an angel. The soup is getting cold. You still have to say the
words.

Do not force a child to perform a speech. Do not use the custom to win
an old argument. The point is peace enough to sit down.
If someone will not come to the table, set the place anyway. Pray. Eat.
Leave a door unlatched in the heart. That is not theatre. That is hope.

A Short Prayer

Father, forgive us as we forgive, and give us the two steps we do not want to
take. Amen.



Silent Homilies  ·  Little Treasures

14

Chapter 5

The Empty Place
†

An extra place is set. A plate. Sometimes a chair. Sometimes a little more
bread than the household needs.

Ask ten Polish families what it means and you will not get one official
answer. Some say the unexpected guest. Some say the poor. Some say the
person who died last year. Some say a son who could not get home.
Some say Christ. Living customs collect meanings. That is not a failure
of research. It is how a table remembers.

Bethlehem stands behind all of them. There was no room. The empty
place is a small refusal to copy that inn.

It is easy to put out an unused plate. It is harder to open the door if
someone actually knocks.
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Reflection

I was a stranger and you welcomed me. Matthew 25 does not mention
Christmas Eve. It does mention a judgement that looks at the door.

The empty chair should be slightly uncomfortable. If it is only
decoration, it has become as safe as a Christmas card.

Hospitality is not the same as a spare setting. Hospitality is what you do
when the spare setting is needed.
Set the place. Then ask, quietly, whether there is anyone who should
have been invited and was not, because it would have been awkward.

A Short Prayer

Lord, who found no room, find room at our table, even when it costs us.
Amen.
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Chapter 6

Hay Under the Cloth
†

Some houses still put a little hay under the tablecloth. The meaning
nearest the Gospel is simple. Christ was laid in a manger. A manger is a
feeding trough. Straw belonged to the first night.

Folk practice added other uses: hay given to animals, a blade under a
pillow, hay kept against illness. Those belong to village custom and older
belief. They are not in the Catechism. Not everything our grandparents
did at Wigilia came from the Missal.

Catholics can keep what points to the manger without treating a
blade of straw as a charm. Superstition is not made holy by being old.

The cloth still covers the hay. The Incarnation still prefers hidden
places.
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Reflection

We have made the manger beautiful because we have seen it in a
thousand cribs. Look again. It is a box for animal feed.

The Word became flesh there. Not in a clean idea of humility. In straw,
smell and night.

Hay under a cloth is only a reminder. It does not make the table Calvary
or the Mass. It can, if we let it, stop the evening from becoming only a
good meal.
If you have no hay, you have not failed Christmas. You still have Luke 2.
Read it before the soup.

A Short Prayer

Word made flesh, laid in a trough, do not let us make Your poverty pretty
and distant. Amen.
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Chapter 7

Twelve Dishes and No Meat
†

Many Polish tables now aim at twelve dishes and no meat. People say the
twelve are the Apostles. That explanation is common and helpful. It is
not an ancient law. Ethnographers find sevens, nines, elevens, twelves,
depending on region, purse and century.

What is older and clearer is the fast before the feast. Christmas Eve in
Poland kept a meatless table long after many countries loosened the
habit. The Church's present law does not bind the whole world to that
menu. The custom still teaches something: hunger first, then plenty.

Barszcz, mushroom soup, carp, pierogi, cabbage, dried-fruit compote.
A child who cannot face the carp may still meet the Apostles in the
compote.

Do not turn the count into a contest. Twelve perfect dishes will not
summon Christ. A simple table that has prayed will.
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Reflection

Christianity does not hate food. It knows that a feast is clearer after a
wait.

Advent was already a season of longing. Wigilia puts that longing into a
plate with no sausage on it. Then Christmas Day is allowed to be rich.

If someone in the house is ill, poor, or tired, reduce the menu without
guilt. The Apostles will survive eleven dishes.
The danger is not too little food. The danger is a table so busy with
tradition that nobody has time to notice the Child.

A Short Prayer

Lord of the wedding feast, teach us to wait, and then to eat with thanks.
Amen.
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Chapter 8

The Chair That Remembers
†

The empty chair has another story. Sometimes it was kept for the person
who could not come home.

Poland has spent a long time sending people away and waiting for
them. Partitions. Siberia. War. Occupations. Closed borders. Prison. A
ticket to Chicago that became a life. The empty chair has held more than
a proverb. It has held a name.

Families deported east in the 1940s still tried to keep Wigilia with
what they had: bread if the wafer had not arrived, a prayer if there was
no tablecloth. Later, envelopes of opłatek travelled to London, Detroit,
Melbourne. The chair at home was not a ghost story. It was a refusal to
eat as if that person had never sat there.

The dead are not secretly occupying the seat. Catholics do not treat
the chair as a seance. We pray for the dead. We remember. Love refuses
to behave as though a life left no gap.
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Reflection

Grief does not take Christmas off.

The Communion of Saints means the dead in Christ are not lost to the
Church. It does not mean they are hiding under the tablecloth. Keep the
difference clean. Pray for them. Set the place if it helps you tell the truth.
Do not invent their presence.

Distance is another absence. A son in another country can be
remembered without being turned into a legend. Send the wafer. Make
the call. Leave a plate if you must. Then eat.
Hope is not the same as pretending. Hope says the gap is real, and that it
will not have the last word.

A Short Prayer

Lord of the living and the dead, keep our absences honest, and our hope
stronger than the empty chair. Amen.
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Chapter 9

Walking to Pasterka
†

Pasterka is the shepherds' Mass. The name remembers Luke: the
shepherds heard, and they went. After hours at the table the family puts
on coats and walks, or drives, into the cold.

In many Polish parishes it is still midnight, or near it. Across the
partitions, the occupations and the communist years, people still went
when public life was watched. The church was one of the few places a
nation could still say the Child had come.

The Magi moved. The shepherds moved. Mary and Joseph moved.
After soup, the household moves. The custom is not complete in the
kitchen.

If small children cannot last until midnight, go to an earlier Mass.
The point is to go.
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Reflection

The Christmas story is full of journeys. Almost nobody in Luke 2 stays
where they were comfortable.

A warm room after twelve dishes is a poor place to stop the Gospel. The
shepherds left the fields. The family leaves the table.

God has already come toward us. Pasterka is the small human answer: we
get up.
If you cannot walk far, come as you can. The shepherds were not graded
on distance. They were graded on going.

A Short Prayer

Lord, who brought shepherds from the fields, get us out of our chairs.
Amen.
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Chapter 10

Keeping the Night in Another Country
†

The night does not require snow or a village near Kraków. It has been
kept in London kitchens, Chicago basements, Dublin flats, hospital staff
rooms. The wafer arrives in an envelope. The hay, if any, comes from a
pet shop. The extra chair is a stool from another room.

Christmas itself began away from home. Mary and Joseph knew what
it was to keep God's promise far from the comfort of their own house.
Polish custom is not older than that fact.

What travels is not the exact menu. What travels is the star, the
reconciliation, the shared bread, the place made for someone else, and
Mass. If those remain, Wigilia has survived. If only the carp survives, it
has become a theme dinner.

Teach the children why. Otherwise they will keep a photograph and
lose the faith underneath it.
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Reflection

A tradition survives when it can be packed.

Not the farmhouse. Not twelve perfect dishes. Not Polish weather. A
wafer. A prayer. Two people willing to forgive. A walk to church.

Do not let Wigilia become a substitute for the Church. The customs are
a Polish way of expressing the faith. The faith is larger than Poland. The
Child is not a national possession.
Keep what you can carry. Leave what you cannot. Go to Mass. That is
how the night begins in another country.

A Short Prayer

Lord of every kitchen, make a place for Yourself where we now live. Amen.
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A Last Word
†

Set the extra place even if you think no one will come.

Break the wafer. Say the difficult sentence. Look for the star. Then
put your coat on.

The night is not a museum of Poland. It is a house making room.
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Sources and Further Reading
†

Scripture: Matthew 2:1-12; Matthew 5:23-24; Matthew 6:12; Matthew
25:35; Luke 2:1-20; John 1:14. Paraphrases are not marked as quotations.

Catechism of the Catholic Church, 525-526 (Christmas); 1674-1676
(sacramentals and popular piety); 958, 1032 (prayer for the dead);
2041-2043 (the precepts, fast and feast). The Roman Missal, Christmas,
especially the Mass during the Night.

On the customs themselves: Oskar Kolberg, Lud. Jego zwyczaje, sposób
życia, mowa, podania, przysłowia, obrzędy, gusła, zabawy, pieśni, muzyka i
tańce, especially the regional volumes on Wielkie Księstwo Poznańskie and
Krakowskie. Kolberg records meatless supper after the first star, sharing of
opłatek brought from the parish, hay or straw under the table, and tables of
nine dishes as well as other counts. Barbara Ogrodowska, Polskie obrzędy i
zwyczaje doroczne, on later folk practice, including hay, animals and the
extra place. Encyklopedia PWN, entry “opłatek”, for the Latin root
oblatum and the older link with blessed bread. Aleksander Brückner,
Słownik etymologiczny języka polskiego, s.v. opłatek. Claire M. Anderson,
“In Search of the Origins of the Opłatek,” The Polish Review 58.3 (2013).
On exile: Instytut Pamięci Narodowej, „Na bocznicy czekały na nas bydlęce
wagony…” Wspomnienia sybiraków (Wrocław, 2007), and recorded
testimony such as Polskie Radio, Wigilie zesłańców.
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One More Place at the Table
†

Every Wigilia table makes room for someone who is not yet there. These
Little Treasures stay free so that the next person can sit down and read
without being asked for anything first.

Preparing a small book takes more than its size suggests. There are
customs to research, Scripture and Catholic teaching to check, history to
separate from folklore, sentences to write and cut, and the work of
making the pages. A short book can take a long time to become short.

If this one has brought something back to your Christmas table, and
if you are able to support the work, I would be truly grateful. A gift
through the Silent Homilies website is not payment for these pages.
They are already yours. It helps me prepare another place for the next
reader.

If you cannot give financially, nothing is owed. Give this booklet to
someone whose family still sets the extra chair but has forgotten why.

www.silenthomilies.com
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