
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL Dreikonigsfest 

NACHWEIHNACHTZEIT / POST CHRISTMAS SEASON 

Dreikonigsfest (der 6. Januar): Epiphany or Festival of 3 Kings 

Dreikonigsfestsitte: Epiphany custom 

Blessing the home C M B 

In former times- and in some rural areas to this very 
day - a number of superstitious customs were prac
ticed on che eve of January 6 ro protect the house and 
home. Houses and stables were smoked out with bran
ches consecrated in the church, and the initials of the 
T hree Kings (C+M+B) plus the year were written on 
che door beam with consecrated chalk. In some re
gions, groups of children or grown-ups used co go from 
house to house, often made up as the Three Kings and 
carrying a star-shaped lantern on a stick - hence their 

name: "star singers." They would sing their traditional 
songs at peoples' doors and in return they would re
ceive gifts such as eggs, bacon, sausage, bread or cake. 

There is anpther custom that fa lls at Epiphany, mainly in Silesia and 
around the Alps. The pastor goes the rounds of his parish to bless 
homes. He is accompanied by two ministrants, one with holy 
water and the aspergillum, and the other w ith a censer, which is 
swung to and fro, emitting a sweet aroma. When the priest enters 
a house, he first blesses the family by making the sign of the cross 
with holy water. He then prays for peace and security in the 
house, and writes the letters "C + M + B" and the year on the 
door, beam, or posts. The reader will have guessed that the letters 
stand fo r the names of the Three Kings. Their intercession wi ll hold 
good for anyone who enters or leaves the consecrated house. In 
earlier times, the fu ll names were written on the door, and a small 
cross was included between them so that the house was really 
blessed and protected. The some idea is involved when Jews 
attach a scroll containing the Pentateuch and the ten command
ments to the door or house posts. In Alpine valleys and other 
remote places, the father of the family writes the three letters and 
the cross on the door, and then the youngest son carries the 
incense censer through the house and the stable. Th is is intended 
to drive evil out of the homestead. There was a deeper meaning 
behind this too. Each o f the Three Kings had a specific task. 
Caspar, the bearer of gold, had to pray that the house did not 
lack its doily bread. Melchior, the King of Light (incense), had to 
ensure that the fir never went out. If it was extinguished, so too 
was human 11fe. Balthasar, who b rought myrrh, guaranteed G od's 
protection. The Church may have desired to undermine this 
custom's associations with superstition when it reinterpreted the 
three letters as "Christus monsionem benedicat" (Christ bless this 
house) . In th is form, the custom made its way to the West by way 
of mi llions of refugees and expellees from Germany's former 
eastern provinces after the Second World War. It found unusual ly 
rapid acceptance and recognition among much of the population. 
Doors marked in th is way are even to be found in cities. Anyone 
who knows how heterogeneous our cities are with the relig ious 
and the non-religious, the pious and 'declared atheists, living 
alongside one another will realise the implications for a custom 
whose orig ins w ere ultimately religious. 
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