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Santa Claus, December 6th 

By Rev. Tony Hill 
 

 Advent is the time when Christians prepare to great Christ – who came as a babe in a 
manger, who comes into our lives each day, and who will come again at the end of time.  Advent is 
the time when the people of faith are most at odds with the culture, as the church calls people to 
focus on getting ready to receive Christ – preparing hearts and lives to make room for Jesus, to live 
as he would have us live.  It is a time of longing, not fulfillment, quiet reflection, not celebration.  
But the culture is in full pursuit of festivity, unable or unwilling to wait and contemplate and 
prepare for the real festival.  It is not easy to observe Advent without being pulled prematurely into 
Christmas. 
 

 How does St. Nicholas fit into all of this?  He is an Advent saint because his December 6th 
feast day always falls in early Advent.  However Nicholas is a good Advent saint for more 
important reasons than the date of his special day. 
 

 The true story of Santa Claus begins with Nicholas, who was born during the third century 
in Patara, a village 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.  He dedicated his life to serving God and was made Bishop of Myra 
while still a young man.  Bishop Nicholas became known throughout the land for his generosity; to 
those in need, his love for children, and his concern for sailors and ships. 
 

 Under the Roman Emperor Diocletian, who ruthlessly persecuted Christians, Bishop 
Nicholas suffered for his faith, was exiled and imprisoned.  After his release, Nicholas attended the 
Council of Nicaea in 325 AD.  He died December 6, 343 AD in Myra. 
 

 Through the centuries St. Nicholas has continued to be venerated by Catholics and 
Orthodox and honored by Protestants.  By his example of generosity to those in need, especially 
children, St. Nicholas continues to be a model for the compassionate life. 
 

 How did the kindly Christian saint, good Bishop Nicholas, become a roly-poly red-suited 
American symbol for merry holiday festivity and commercial activity? 
 

 St. Nicholas had a difficult time during the 16th century Protestant Reformation which took a 
dim view of saints.  Even though both reformers and counter-reformers tried to stamp out St. 
Nicholas-related customs, they had very little long-term success.  The Dutch brought the festival to 
America during the 17th century.  In the 1800’s, the figure of St. Nicholas was changed into Santa 
Claus.  The jolly elf image received a big boost in 1823, from a poem destined to become 
immensely popular, “A Visit from St. Nicholas,” now better known as “The Night Before 
Christmas.”  Other artists and writers continued the change to an elf-like St. Nicholas, “Sancte 
Claus,” or “Santa Claus,” (Dutch: Sinterklaas), unlike the stately European bishop.   



In 1863, political cartoonist Thomas Nash began a series of annual drawings in Harper ’ s  Weekly ,  
which were based on the descriptions found in the poem and Washington Irving’s work. 
  

 It’s been a long journey from the Fourth Century Bishop of Myra, St. Nicholas, who showed 
his devotion to God in extraordinary kindness and generosity, to America’s jolly Santa Claus.  If 
you peel back the accretions, he is still Nicholas, Bishop of Myra, whose caring surprises continue 
to model true giving and faithfulness.  Keep the birth of Jesus as the focused center of your Advent 
and Christmas seasons. 
 
Yours in Christ, 
Rev. Tony 


