
How Christian Is Our Christmas? #2

“Santa Claus: Friend or Foe of Christmas?”

selected Scriptures
Christmas is one of the most popular holidays, not only in the United States but around the globe. (In an Internet search I found that New Year’s is considered the most popular holiday, with Christmas coming in second.) Many aspects of Christmas are also known worldwide, especially the one beloved character that seems to epitomize the season. Some call him Sinterklaas. Others Pere Noel or Papa Noel. He’s been known as Hoteiosho, Sonnerklaas, Father Christmas, and to most English speakers, Santa Claus.

Santa Claus is generally loved by people of all ages and cultures…except for some Christians. I have known personally believers who refer to “Satan Claus,” moving a letter from the middle to the end of the first word. I have heard preachers condemn the notion of Santa Claus, suggesting that no true Christian could ever participate in the holiday celebrations featuring him.

So which is it? Is Santa Claus a friend or foe of Christmas? As we continue our series, “How Christian Is Our Christmas?” I want to consider this question. In doing so, we will look back to the real, historical person of Nicholas of Myra who became known as Saint Nicholas, which has come down to the present day as Santa Claus.
The Model Character of St. Nicholas

We begin with the model character of St. Nicholas. And yes, Virginia, there was a St. Nicholas. According to Adam C. English, who has done extensive research on him, “The three most important Nicholas experts of the 20th century expressed grave doubts about Nicholas’s existence. And that verdict trickled down to popular works on Santa Claus, like the Oxford Dictionary of Saints. Many people even now think of him as only legendary. But when you study the documents and the evidence, it’s surprising to find there’s a wealth of evidence that attests to his deeds and his existence.”

His name Nicholas means “victorious.” He was born in a.d. 280 in the village of Patara in Asia Minor in what is now Turkey.
 His wealthy parents, who raised him to be a devout Christian, died in an epidemic while Nicholas was still young. Obeying Jesus’ words to “sell what you own and give the money to the poor,” Nicholas used his whole inheritance to assist the needy, the sick, and the suffering.
 

Nicholas was honored by the church by being named Bishop of Myra in the early fourth century. Myra was a key port city where ships stopped on their way to and from Rome, Egypt, and Byzantium. Paul stopped there on his way to Rome according to Acts 27:5-6. 

Nicholas is said to have saved Myra from starvation by seizing grain off a ship bound for Byzantium from Egypt. Because the stolen cargo was never missed it was counted as a miracle, and the bishop became the patron saint of sailors.

Through the centuries many stories and legends have been told of St. Nicholas’ life and deeds. These accounts help us understand his extraordinary character and why he is so beloved and revered as protector and helper of those in need.

One story tells of a poor man with three daughters. In those days a young woman’s father had to offer prospective husbands something of value—a dowry. The larger the dowry, the better the chance that a young woman would find a good husband. Without a dowry, a woman was unlikely to marry. This poor man’s daughters, without dowries, were therefore destined to be sold into slavery or prostitution. Mysteriously, on three different occasions, a bag of gold appeared in their home-providing the needed dowries. The bags of gold, tossed through an open window, are said to have landed in stockings or shoes left before the fire to dry. This led to the custom of children hanging stockings or putting out shoes, eagerly awaiting gifts. And so St. Nicholas is a gift-giver.

According to English, “There are many parallels between the St. Nicholas stories and other saint folktales. To me, the story that stands out as unique is of St. Nicholas’s gilts of the dowries. He visits the home of three girls who are in desperate financial straits, and he delivers a bag of gold so that they have money to get married. And he does it anonymously and at night. You don’t find anything like it in the stories of contemporary saints of the time, nor in other folklore.”

Other stories tell of Nicholas saving his people from famine, sparing the lives of those innocently accused, and much more. He did many kind and generous deeds in secret, expecting nothing in return. 

Under the Roman Emperor Diocletian, who ruthlessly persecuted Christians, Nicholas suffered for his faith, was exiled and imprisoned. The prisons were so full of bishops, priests, and deacons, there was no room for the real criminals—murderers, thieves and robbers.
 After his release, Nicholas attended the Council of Nicea in ad 325. According to one account, Nicholas showed up at the council and became so angry with Arius (a heretic who denied the Trinity and the deity of Christ) that he stood up, walked across the chamber, and punched him.
 He helped to form the Nicean Creed which has through the centuries has taught the truth about God.
 English observes, “Nicholas was a man of God who stood up for his faith, who challenged pagans, who was willing to confront people. We tend to downplay this side of him—a true and faithful judge of character and someone who is standing for the faith.”

Nicholas died December 6, ad 343 in Myra and was buried in his cathedral church. The anniversary of his death became a day of celebration, St. Nicholas Day, December 6th (December 19 on the Julian Calendar).

Within a century of his death he was celebrated as a saint. Sailors, claiming St. Nicholas as patron, carried stories of his favor and protection far and wide. St. Nicholas chapels were built in many seaports. As his popularity spread during the Middle Ages, he became the patron saint of Italy, Sicily, Greece, and France, and many cities in Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Italy, Russia, Belgium, and the Netherlands. Nicholas was so widely revered that thousands of churches were named for him, including three hundred in Belgium, thirty-four in Rome, twenty-three in the Netherlands and more than four hundred in England.

Nicholas was particularly popular in Holland. It is there that the customs linking Nicholas to Christmas seem to have first begun. Dutch children expected the friendly saint to visit them during the night on December 5, and they developed the custom of placing their wooden shoes by the fireplace to be filled with gifts. Santa Claus is the Americanization of his Dutch name, Sinterklaas.

Hank Hanegraaff concludes, “Christians may look back to the tradition of Saint Nicholas, who lavished gifts on the needy and valiantly supported the doctrine of the Trinity at the Council of Nicea, as a legendary hero of the faith.”

Unfortunately, St. Nicholas has been spurned by his own hometown. The city he served as bishop, Myra, in Lycia, is now the Turkish city of Demre. And in 2005, the city council voted to replace the town center’s traditional bronze statue of Nicholas in a brightly colored effigy of a fat man with a red fur suit: Santa Claus. Mayor Suleyman Topcu said, “The current statue is the best way to introduce Saint Nicholas because the whole world knows this image of him in his red clothes and hat, with his sack of presents and a bell in his hand.” He told the Chicago Tribune, “This is the one everyone knows. We couldn’t figure out what the other one is.”

The Modern Caricature of St. Nicholas

This brings us to the modern caricature of St. Nicholas. The centuries have been as good to Nicholas’s image as to his deeds. Not only have his acts been embellished, his wardrobe and personality have undergone transformations as well. As Bishop of Myra he wore the traditional ecclesiastical robes and a mitered hat. He is known to have been slim, with a dark beard and a rather serious personality. By 1300 he was wearing a white beard. By the 1800s he was depicted with a rotund belly and an ever-present basket of food over his arm. Soon came the black boots, a red cape, and a cheery stocking on his head. In the late nineteenth century his basket of food became a sack of toys. In 1866 he was small and gnomish but by 1930 he was a robust six-footer with rosy cheeks and a Coca-Cola.

It didn’t take long for the Westernized Nicholas stories to assume a place in each country’s individual context and tradition. In 16th-century Germany, for example, church Reformers banned celebration of the Feast of St. Nicholas on Dec. 6. Instead, they sought to emphasize the Christ child, or Christkindlein, who, taking his cue from Nicholas, brought gifts to children on Christmas Eve. This figure evolved into “kristkingle” and eventually “Kriss Kringle,” who was more or less indistinguishable from the mythical Nicholas figure.

The Dutch tradition behind Sinterklaas is supposed to have sailed from Spain with a Moorish helper named Black Peter and filled Dutch children’s shoes with nuts and candies. Sinterklaas had the uncanny ability to know about children’s good or bad behavior.

The Germans, the Dutch, and others brought their Nicholas traditions when they migrated to the New World.
 The conception of St. Nicholas was radically changed by the appearance of the poem, “A Visit from St. Nicholas” (“‘Twas the night before Christmas”) in the Troy (New York) Sentinel in 1823. A commonly accepted story is that the poem, written the previous year, found its way into the newspaper without the knowledge or consent of the author, Dr. Clement Clarke Moore. This caused considerable embarrassment to him, since the poem was written only for his children. The public response was so enthusiastic, however, that he willingly included “A Visit from St. Nicholas” in a book of his poems published in 1844.
 The cartoonist Thomas Nast added to the Saint Nicholas legend with an 1881 drawing of Santa as wearing a red suit with white fur trim. Once a kind, charitable bishop, Saint Nicholas had become the Santa Claus we know today.
 By the early 20th century, Santa appeared in department stores and mail-order houses that vied to be his “official headquarters.” Post offices were overrun with letters to Santa from children who addressed them to “the North Pole.”

The modern caricature of Santa is quite different from the spiritual moorings and motivation of the real-life St. Nicholas.
 The slim, serious St. Nicholas of history has become the rotund, jolly Santa Claus of the present. And, for many, Santa Claus has become the star of Christmas, which is why he has fallen out of favor in the eyes of some Christians, to the point of rejecting him altogether or labeling him as “Satan Claus.”

The Meaningful Contribution of St. Nicholas

Is such a negative reaction necessary? I don’t believe so. I believe there exists a meaningful contribution of St. Nicholas to the celebration of Christ’s birth. Turn with me in your Bible to John 1:6-9,

There came a man who was sent from God; his name was John. He came as a witness to testify concerning that light, so that through him all men might believe. He himself was not the light; he came only as a witness to the light. The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world.

In the midst of his majestic prologue regarding the Word—God the Son—who created all things and then took human form and lived on earth, John inserts these verses that don’t seem to fit. Who is he talking about? Why put this here?

John the apostle, who wrote this gospel, is not referring to himself, but rather to John the Baptist. The writer is clear that John the Baptist was not the light, but he came as a witness to the light. In no way did John diminish the light of Jesus at all, but he pointed others toward the light.

I believe that St. Nicholas—Santa Claus—can do the same at Christmas.

Adam English suggests, “At Christmas, we have an opportunity to highlight a core Christian value, which is loving our neighbors. By highlighting St. Nicholas, we can recover an alternative to commercialization and greed, celebrating the life of a true Christian example, who gave of his own, who helped the less fortunate, and who shared the love of Christ.

“When it comes to telling children about Santa Claus, we tell our daughter the truth: That there was a good pastor who existed many years ago and did many wonderful things, and that mommies and daddies like to carry on his tradition by giving secret gifts to their children. I certainly don’t blame parents for wanting to play along with Santa, but I think you can do it just as well and enrich the season by telling the truth about Santa Claus and St. Nicholas.”

Another author writes, “When our oldest daughter was not quite three, we told her about a special Christian who lived a long time ago: ‘His name was Nicholas, and we call him St. Nicholas because saint means someone who belongs to God, just like we do. In St. Nicholas’ town there were many poor children. They didn’t have enough food, clothes, or toys. St. Nicholas used his money to buy food, clothes, and toys for the poor children. He didn’t want them to be embarrassed by his gifts, so he gave secretly.

“‘St. Nicholas also told everyone about Jesus and how much God loved them. Many people became Christians because of what St. Nicholas said. Because of how much St. Nicholas loved Jesus, and because of the many gifts he gave the poor children of his town, we still remember St. Nicholas at Christmas time. All of the gifts he gave, and all of the Christmas presents we give, are to remind us of the very best gift anyone ever gave: when God the Father gave His only Son, Jesus Christ, to us for our salvation.

“‘Today there are many people who don’t know the truth about St. Nicholas. They call him “Santa Claus,” and they tell children pretend stories about him living at the North Pole and having elves and reindeer. But we know the truth, and when we see a department store Santa Claus or a picture of Santa Claus in a magazine, we remember the real Santa Claus—St. Nicholas—who loved Jesus so much and whose life and death remind us about God’s gift of Jesus Christ to us.’

“By learning this true story, our children are able to enjoy Santa Claus while being reminded of the gospel and the true meaning of Christmas. We even have a small figure of Santa Claus kneeling at the manger, praying to baby Jesus, reinforcing the truth that every one, even St. Nicholas, must kneel before the King of kings and Lord of lords.”

This December 25 as we celebrate the coming of Christ with a Christmas tree surrounded by presents, may the story of selflessness on the part of St. Nicholas remind us of the Savior who gave the greatest gift of all. Thus, rather than supplant the Savior with Santa, we can use Saint Nick as a reminder to generously support God-ordained ministries so that the message of salvation can reach those who have not as yet received salvation by God’s grace alone, through faith alone—and on account of Christ alone.
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