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The Story of the Oplatek
- The Christmas Wafer

The most beautiful and revered of all

Polish Christmas traditions is the Sharing
of the Optatek -- the thin white wafer that
can be found in all Polish homes on
Christmas Eve. When the first star
appears in the night sky, when the tree is
decorated and the table is set, when the
candles are lit and hay is strewn on the
tablecloth, when the extra place setting
has been added for a stranger who might
come to the door, and after everyone is
dressed in their finest, the Polish family
sits down to Wigilia, the twelve-course
dinner that is traditionally served on
Christmas Eve. The rectangular wafers are
placed on each plate, and after a short
prayer is said, the head of the household
takes his oplatek and breaks it with each
family member, and they in turn share
theirs with each other, exchanging wishes
for a Merry Christmas and a Happy New
Year. Only then can the long-anticipated
Wigilia meal begin.

Breaking of bread is an ancient custom
that symbolizes peace, friendship, and
forgiveness. And tradition holds that no
one should sit down to the Wigilia supper

Christmas Oplatek to page 16
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Dec. 23 Wed
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Dec.31 Th
Jan 1 Fri
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Church Schedules of the Holiday Season

Our Lady of the Bright Mount Catholic Church (Masses in Polish)
3400 W. Adams Blvd. - Los Angeles

Pope John Paul II Polish Center
3999 Rose Drive - Yorba Linda (Orange County)

Sundays of Advent will follow the usual schedule...

(323) 734-5249

Sacrament of Reconciliation from 6:00 pm.

Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament from 6 pm.

Devotion and the Holy Mass at 7:30 pm.

Christmas Mass at 10:00 pm and Midnight (Pasterka)

NO confessions during the 10:00 pm, Midnight, and Christmas
Day Masses

Christmas Day Masses at 9:00 a.m. and noon

St. Stephen, First Martyr - Masses at 10:00 a.m. and 6:00 p.m.
Fr. Marek Ciesielski’s 40" birthday — Holy Mass at 7:30 pm.
Mass of Thanksgiving for 2009 - the old year. 6:00 p.m.

Happy New Year. — Solemnity of Mary, Mother of God and
world day of prayer for peace. Masses at 9 am, noon, 6:30 pm.
Feast of the Motherhood of Mary 10:00 a.m., noon, 18:30.
Baptism of the Lord - Masses at 9:00 and 10:00 a.m. - noon
After the noon Mass — PARISH “OPYATEK”with a special guest
from Poland — Ms. Antonina Grzelak — singing traditional
Christmas Carols.

(714) 996-8161

Christmas Eve
English 4:00 p.m.
Vigil Mass in English 10:00 p.m.
Midnight - Pasterka in Polish

Christmas Day
Mass in English, 9:00 a.m.
Mass in Polish 10:30 a.m.
Latin Tridentine Mass 12:00 noon

Vigil Mass in English, 4:00 p.m.

Solemnity of Mary, Mother of God
Mass in English, 10:00 a.m.
Latin Tridentine Mass 12:00 noon

Polonia’s Wigilia
heritage
By: Robert Strybel

As you all well know, a great way to
cultivate our Polish heritage is to promote
interest in genealogy, heraldry, immigrant
history and other forms of ancestral root-
tracing. Others have bonded with their
ethnic legacy by traveling to Poland or
signing up for Polish language courses in
America. And for many others, it is
traditional Polish foods, crafts, customs
and celebrations that have enabled them to
touch base with their cultural heritage. Of
all existing Polish customs, none are
richer, more beautiful, solemn and
inspiring than those pertaining to Wigilia,
Christmas Eve. Over the years, that
conclusion has been arrived at not only by
Polish  Americans rediscovering the
Christmas legacy of their immigrant
forebears. It has also been widely
reaffirmed by many Americans of Irish,
Italian, English, German, Scandinavian
and other ethnic backgrounds that have
married into Polonian families.

The reason: few other nationalities have
Christmas celebrations that are so special
and out of the ordinary. Wigilia is more
than just another festive family gathering.
It is a certain spirit, a frame of mind, and
to Poles and Polish-minded people
everywhere -- the single most important
day of the year. That is probably because
it brings together the things our
compatriots have always held most dear:
God, country and family. Some points to
remember:

% According to tradition “how you are on
Christmas Eve, you will be the whole

year”. If a child should have to be
spanked on Christmas Eve for
misbehaving, that’s what he/she can

expect all year long. Grown-ups are also
on their best behavior, refrain from
arguments go out of their way to be nice
to each another.

% The house should be spotlessly clean
and decorated with evergreen branches,
garlands and a (preferably real) Christmas
tree. Family members are dressed in their
holiday best and the family’s best
company crockery, crystal and cutlery
should be used to accentuate the special
nature of Christmas Eve.

% The optatek (Christmas wafer) should
be placed on an heirloom crystal, silver or
china dish or tray, flanked by an
evergreen sprig and (optional) a little
bundle of hay tied with a ribbon.

% A handful of hay is strewn on the bare
table top (in memory of Jesus’ humble
manger bed) and then covered with a
preferably pure-white table-cloth. An
extra empty place-setting is customarily
provided in memory of some dearly
departed family member, but it may be
offered to some lonely traveler who
happens by or a neighbor who would
otherwise have to spend this special
evening in solitude.

% The appearance of the evening’s first
star in the sky is the signal for the
festivities to begin The job of standing in
a window and watching for it was usually
assigned to young children -- a great way
to keep them from under foot when so
many last-minute tasks had to be
performed.

% The head of the household leads grace,
then takes the optatek, makes the Sign of
the Cross over it and shares it with the

Wigilia Heritage to page 16



