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The Charity of St Nicholas and the Verity of Santa Claus 

What I’ve prepared for today is a reflection on the true meaning of 

Santa Claus. Even if we have heard about the tales of the historical St 

Nicholas many times, the iconic presence of the commercial Santa 

Claus is so prevalent that I believe a few moments of recalling certain 

facts are in order around this time of year. 

One thing most of you don’t know about me is that I am a passionate 

defender of the real St Nick. And that makes me an avowed enemy of 

Santa Claus. I have been for years.  

I had ambitious plans for this sermon; I originally planned to make a 

papier-mache mitre, fashion a chasuble such as St Nicholas wore, and 

then transform a hockey stick into the crozier or the staff carried by the 

fourth century Bishop of Myra in present day Turkey. Further yet, I 

planned to memorize the passage from 2 Corinthians you just heard in 

the Greek that St Nicholas would have used, and to parade in, causing a 

spectacle.  

As entertaining and possibly confusing as that could have been, 

dressing up and parading in would have entirely missed the point of the 

historic St Nicholas, as does nearly all the pageantry around Santa 

Claus. The very purpose of my reflection today is to look at what was 

the point of St Nicholas, and why do we so often and so profoundly 

miss the point he became so famous for making? More to this point – 

more than dressing up as the historic St Nick – is the MCC hygiene and 

school kit that I have prepared, and the bag of chocolate gold coins, 

which symbolizes the legacy of the historic St Nick, namely, acts of love, 

or charity for those in real need. This is the main issue I want to reflect 

on as we enter this next week of Advent. How can charity – acts of love 

– prepare us for the nativity? 

Before I rehearse the central legend or story about the real St Nicholas, 

I want to share some of my conversion experience at which point I 
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became an enemy of Santa. I recall as a teenager watching Saturday 

Night Live and hearing the church lady point out that if you take the ‘n’ 

in Santa and move it to the end, you get the real identity of Santa as 

Satan. This is not far from the truth of what our consumerist culture in 

North America has produced – Satanic greed and rampant 

commercialism. This does much more harm than good, on so many 

levels in society; there’s the financial toll it takes on so many who can’t 

afford the full-on Santa Christmas; there is also the psychological toll of 

the stress and the nagging from children, and even the odd stabbing 

and tazer victim at Black Friday sales south of the border. Why do we 

lead our kids into this hedonistic ritual? Are there alternatives?  

Once again this year Fox News has bellowed out a call to arms. 

Supposedly concerned for the real meaning of Christmas they are 

gathering troops to fight against the war on Christmas that is 

supposedly persecuting Christian faith practice in the U.S. In past years 

Fox News has shared stories about anti-religious laws in certain states 

that ban public displays of religious symbols at Christmas. But this year 

they have made their defence of Christmas commercialism quite clear. 

Sarah Palin, commander general leading the troops into the battle 

against those who oppose Christmas, recently published the book, 

Good Tidings and Great Joy: Protecting the Heart of Christmas. Here she 

“calls for bringing back the freedom to express the Christian values of 

the season” according to the blurb on Amazon. The blurb also says she 

laments the over-commercialization of Christmas. So far so good. 

However, in a recent interview she declared: “I love the 

commercialization of Christmas because it spreads the Christmas 

cheer.” This highlights the very problem we face: those who present 

themselves as defenders of Christmas and Christianity may be wolves in 

sheep’s clothing. Despite the simplicity of the story of St Nicholas, it is 

easy to confuse the real message of Christmas. 

Another example closer to home is the Christmas gift flyer from 

Canadian Tire that arrived this week. It wishes shoppers a “Merry 
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Giftmas”. No hiding the fact that the central purpose of the holiday is 

gifts! I say let all non-Christians and whoever wants to celebrate the 

pagan tradition of gift-giving have their Giftmas, and I’ll be happy to 

join them in that. Let’s all join in this pagan holiday of Giftmas. It 

apparently spreads nothing but cheer after all! But then, once the tinsel 

has been swept aside, let’s try to re-focus on the simple basics of 

Christian tradition, we who call ourselves Christians. This starts by 

looking closer at the true meaning of Santa Claus whose saint’s day was 

December 6, weeks ahead of the nativity. 

The historic St Nicholas living in what is now Turkey is the one who 

knew that a man in his town had three daughters without a dowry, and 

consequently they would be sold into slavery. Although slavery can 

seem vague and distant, in this context it almost certainly meant 

prostitution. Without a dowry these girls would likely have become 

prostitutes against their will. As the story goes, under the cover of 

darkness Nicholas dropped a bag of gold coins either into their shoe or 

stocking by the fire. What a gift, what an act of charity. 

Now back to my own journey of discovering the real St Nicholas: a few 

short years after I would have watched the church lady on Saturday 

Night Live, I found myself embarking on a peace and conflict studies 

internship with MCC in Russia. I flew to Moscow on January 7, 1995. I 

had already studied Russian language, history, literature and culture 

but many surprises awaited me. I had vaguely heard that the Orthodox 

Church uses a different calendar than the rest of the world. Little did I 

know that my arrival on January 7 coincided with Orthodox Christmas 

Day in Russia. That’s right, although the official Russian calendar 

confirmed that it was January 7, the Orthodox Church’s calendar said it 

was December 25, on God’s calendar that is. You can imagine my 

further surprise when I looked around for the slightest hint of 

Christmas in Moscow and found absolutely nothing. I soon learned that 

Christmas in Russia – and there’s a wonderful irony here – was 

celebrated as purely a religious holiday, not a commercial extravaganza. 
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In other words, not many people seemed to celebrate it. Stores ignored 

it. Had there been a war on Christmas and Christmas lost? When I dug a 

bit more beneath the surface and looked for any evidence of Santa 

Claus, the plot thickened. What to my wondering eyes did appear, but 

representations of the real St Nicholas with no reindeer, even though 

Russia has more than its share of reindeer. What I found most amazing 

about Russia’s version of St Nicholas is that he is none other than their 

national patron saint. There are hundreds of churches named after him 

and on the icon screens inside the churches they put St Nicholas just a 

notch below Mary in his status. In a certain sense, they celebrate him 

year round. They have icons everywhere depicting the 4
th

 century 

Turkish bishop, and they give him the special title “St Nicholas – the 

wonderworker”. They are profoundly aware of the historic tales 

attached to this man, and the reason why he is probably the most 

celebrated saint in all of Europe, next to Mary I suppose.[show/share 

icon] In a certain sense, Russia had managed to proliferate St Nicholas 

in a way that, perhaps, Christmas really was all year round, but in doing 

this they had to raise an iron curtain to keep out Santa Claus. I did have 

the opportunity to talk to some Russians about our Santa Claus. It 

seemed that back in 1995 Santa Claus, though the iron curtain had 

some tears in it, Santa had made about as much success in Russia as 

commercialism had, not surprisingly. They seem to be a package deal. 

Further exploring Russia’s St Nick I learned that by December 25 or Jan 

7, they were able to focus on the nativity. The saint’s day, December 6, 

is completely separate from the celebration of the nativity.  

I wish we would creatively revive the traditional celebration of 

December 6 as St Nicholas Day here, with a clear focus on charity. This 

focus would allow us to prepare for the coming of the Christ child by 

remembering those who are downtrodden, those in need of 

redemption, be it from various types of slavery or poverty, whatever 

the need may be. Remembering St Nicholas Day on December 6 then 
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lets us focus on the meaning of that saint so we can spare Christmas 

day as a sacred holiday where Santa is simply irrelevant, passé. 

On the more general level of giving presents, we’ve all heard various 

reasons for why we give to others at Christmas. The wise men gave gifts 

to Jesus. God gave Jesus as a gift to the world. But those aren’t the real 

reasons we give gifts at Christmas. We give gifts at the end of the year 

because since time immemorial humans have been giving each other 

gifts at the end of the year. It’s that simple. It’s not something evil or 

satanic; neither is it something specifically Christian.  

Since the date of the nativity fell near the end of the year it was simply 

a matter of convenience for early Christians to create a religious reason 

why we’re giving gifts. In our own family we are trying to creatively find 

ways to recognize the real Santa Claus or St Nicholas, and to keep 

Christmas as a sacred holiday. It’s certainly not an easy task, as any 

parent knows who tries to swim against the current. Simeon has not 

learned the Santa Claus story from us, but he knows it inside and out, I 

assume from friends at school. I felt like before this year I was able to 

direct his attention to the importance of St Nicholas’s charity and look 

at how we might try to emulate it. It’s not as easy now. It’s more 

confusing for him than last year, it seems. Santa looms pretty large for 

him. 

The charity of St Nicholas reflects a deep current – of love in action – 

that runs throughout the message of the Gospel. Redeeming someone 

from slavery or giving a young woman a dowry so that she doesn’t 

become a prostitute is such a striking example of Christian love and 

charity. It’s something that I hope we all strive to emulate in our own 

creative way in our own contexts. 

In an effort to allow us to pool our creativity I would like to invite you 

think of the names of charitable causes that for you creatively 

exemplify the charity of St Nicholas. As I pass these clipboards around 

I’d like you to write down a name or two on the sheet. I will collate 
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these and circulate the list this week. These might inspire each of us to 

consider creative ways to emulate St Nicholas’s love in action, whether 

this year or next year on Dec 6.  

In choosing scripture readings I tried to find what seemed to be the 

likely verses that would have most clearly urged St Nicholas to respond 

to situations of need with acts of charity. The passage from Isaiah stuck 

out, with its call to do away with the yoke of oppression, to give of 

ourselves for the sake of the hungry and satisfy the needs of the 

oppressed, then our light will rise in the darkness…and it’s hard not to 

then think of a rising star over Bethlehem. There I go confusing St 

Nicholas with Christmas again! The passage from 2 Cor 8 also stuck out 

as a specific passage about charitable giving: 

12 … if the willingness is there, the gift is acceptable according to what 
one has, not according to what one does not have. 13 Our desire is not 
that others might be relieved while you are hard pressed, but that there 
might be equality. 14 At the present time your plenty will supply what 
they need, so that in turn their plenty will supply what you need. The 
goal is equality, 15 as it is written: “The one who gathered much did not 
have too much, and the one who gathered little did not have too little.” 

I won’t dwell further on these verses because the background and 
context deserve more time than I have. I would just highlight the word 
translated here as “equality”; elsewhere it’s translated as fairness, 
balance or proportionality. Justice. That’s what Paul says is the goal.  

This time of the year is often when people are thinking more about 

charitable giving, partly for tax reasons. This is when donations are 

solicited left and right. Throughout the year many of us think long and 

hard about decisions of how to share what God has given us with 

others in need. We hardly need the story of St Nicholas to remind us 

that we are called to give until it hurts, or the simple fact that there are 

enormous needs out there, an overwhelming number in fact, all 
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competing for our donations. Sometimes the knowledge that we 

cannot give as much as we would want to give also hurts.  

Yet for me there’s something unique and special about the story of St 

Nicholas, something gripping that makes my spine tingle when I really 

think about it. He paid a lot of money so that these young women could 

get married rather than becoming prostitutes. How often does our 

giving have that sort of concrete impact on people’s lives? I know that 

many of the charitable causes that we support do have concrete 

impacts. The new family who came into our midst from Colombia 

presents a concrete opportunity for generous giving, for St Nicholas-like 

charity. Acts of love, in so many cases, make a concrete difference in 

people’s lives. 

 

Your homework:  

1) read the list when it’s circulated and consider a creative way to 

give as St Nicholas gave;  

2) if you hear anyone talk piously about taking Santa Claus out of 

Christmas, or if you hear a 10-year old making fun of a 9-year old 

because he/she still believes in Santa Claus, stand up for the 9-

year old and say that St Nicholas absolutely was real and his spirit 

still lives on people’s selfless acts of charitable giving; 

3) as Advent moves forward otherwise forget about Santa and start 

to focus on the nativity event. The cultural forces that impact our 

children and us are profound; there’s a battle to fight. I encourage 

you to have the real St Nicholas on your side, on the same side as 

the Gospel of God’s love for us. 

 


