SUNDAY, DECEMBER 14, 1986

"A SAINT FOR ALL OF US: NICHOLAS”

[SATAH 11:1-3
MATTHEW 11:2-6

SOME SAINTS ARE MORE POPULAR THAN OTHERS.

MOST LIKELY A SAINT’S POPULARITY HAS SOMETHING
TO DO WITH WHAT THE SAINT SYMBOLIZES OR WHAT
HOLIDAY THE SAINT IS CONNECTED WITH.

SUCH IS THE CASE OF ST, NICHOLAS., AT ONE

TIME, THIS SAINT STOOD THIRD, BEHIND JESUS

AND THE VIRGIN MARY, IN FREQUENCY AND INTENSITY
OF WORSHIP; THIS WAS PARTICULARLY TRUE IN
RUSSIA. HUNDREDS OF CHURCHES WERE DEDICATED

TO HIM, NICHOLAS BECAME A POPULAR NAME FOR
BOYS AND IN SUCH ADAPTATIONS AS NICOLE FOR
GIRLS.

WHEN THE PROTESTANT REFORMATION SWEPT PARTS
OF EUROPE, EFFORTS WERE MADE TO ELIMINATE
THE NICHOLAS CULT. BUT SOMETHING STRONGER
THAN THEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT RESISTED THESE
PRESSURES: A DEEP HUMAN NEED TO RETAIN THE

IMAGE OF THE MOST HUMAN AND YET MOST MYSTERIOUS
OF ALL THE SAINTS,

THERE ARE MORE LEGENDS ABOUT NICHOLAS THAN
ANY OTHER SAINT. MOST OF THEM ARE STORIES



‘OF HIS MIRACULOUS DEEDS ON BEHALF OF INDIVIDUALS

WHO WERE SUFFERING, ACCORDING TO ONE LEGEND,
FOR EXAMPLE, THE SAINT WAS TRAVELING ON A

SHIP TO THE HoLY LAND WHEN HE DREAMED THAT

A FIERCE STORM WOULD ENDANGER THE BOAT. HE
WARNED THE CREW OF THE COMING DANGER, BUT
ASSURED THEM THAT IT WOULD PASS. WHEN A STORM
ACTUALLY BROKE OUT, ONE OF THE SAILORS FELL

TO HIS DEATH FROM A MAST. BUT ONCE THE HIGH
WIND SUBSIDED, SAINT NICHOLAS RESTORED HIM

TO LIFE., PERHAPS BECAUSE OF THIS LEGEND,

ST. NICHOLAS HAS BEEN AN AWE-INSPIRING PATRON
OF ALL SEAFARING PEOPLE,

THIS MORNING WE ARE GOING TO LOOK MORE CLOSELY
AT ST. NICHOLAS, THE MAN AND THE LEGENDS,

MORE THAN ANYTHING ELSE, WE WANT TO SEE HOW
HIS LIFE CAN HELP INSPIRE OUR LIVING AS
FOLLOWERS OF CHRIST,

NICHOLAS WAS BORN IN PATARA, POSSIBLY IN THE
YEAR 280, OR SOME SCHOLARS SAY 290. TODAY
THE TOWN OF PATARA IS LOCATED IN TURKEY, NOT
FAR FROM MYRA (NOW DEMRE), WHERE NICHOLAS
LATER GAINED FAME AS A BISHOP, BOTH SMALL
TOWNS ARE NEAR THE COAST OF THE EASTERN

MEDI TERRANEAN ,

THE BOY’'’S PARENTS WERE WELL TO DO, APPARENTLY
FROM AN INHERITANCE., THEY WERE NATURALLY

PIOUS PEOPLE. IT IS BELIEVED THAT HIS PARENTS
WERE CHILDLESS FOR MANY YEARS AND THAT HE




WAS BORN WHEN THEY WERE OLDER THAN MOST. THUS

FROM INFANCY, THE LONG-PRAYED FOR NICHOLAS

WAS DEDICATED TO GOD. THE RECORD OF HIS BIRTH
COMPARES NICHOLAS WITH A BIBLICAL FIGURE,
SAMUEL, WHOSE PARENTS WERE ALSO OLDER THAN
USUAL WHEN HE WAS BORN, AND WAS DEDICATED

BY HIS PARENTS TO GOD AT A VERY EARLY AGE.

LITTLE NICHOLAS IS CREDITED WITH PRECOCIOUS
RELIGIOUSITY, EVEN IN BABYHOOD. ACCORDING
TO THE LEGENDS, HE DID NOT DEMAND HIS MOTHER’S

BREAST ON FAST DAYS--WEDNESDAY AND FRIDAY,
EXCEPT AFTER SUNSET. HE NOT ONLY SHOWED HIS

PIETY BY OBSERVING THE FAST DAYS, HE WAS A
STURDY CHILD WHO MANAGED TO STAND UP PREMATURELY
IN HIS WASH BASIN AND CRIB.,

YOUNG NICHOLAS SHOWED FROM THE BEGINNING THAT
HE WANTED TO PLEASE GoD, HE WAS A GOOD
STUDENT, ATTENDED CHURCH SERVICES REGULARLY,
WHERE HE ASSISTED THE ADULTS SO THAT HE MIGHT
BENEFIT FROM THEIR EXAMPLE AND GUIDANCE,
THERE ARE SO MANY STORIES AND LEGENDS THAT
HAVE GROWN UP AROUND ST. NICHOLAS, THAT IT

IS IMPOSSIBLE TO TELL THEM ALL,

LEGENDS COME INTO EXISTENCE AROUND SAINTLY
PEOPLE BECAUSE THEY DO SO MUCH OF THEIR GOOD

WORK IN SECRET. AND GOOD LEGENDS DO NOT GROW
UP AROUND BAD PEOPLE. [ WONDER WHAT LEGENDS,
IF ANY, WILL GROW UP AROUND EACH ONE OF US?

IN YEARS PAST, EVERYONE KNEW ST. NICHOLAS.



HE WAS EVERY LOST PERSON’S FRIEND, AND EVERY
ORPHAN'S FATHER. BOYS AND GIRLS, DESTITUTE
MAIDENS, TRAVELERS, MERCHANTS AND SEAMEN,
ALL CLAIMED HIM AS THEIR PARTICULAR FRIEND.
ALL SELF-RESPECTING TOWNS AND SEAPORTS TOOK
CARE TO PLACE HIM AMONG THEIR PATRON SAINTS
AND HONORED HIM ACCORDINGLY, HE WAS INVOKED
TO SETTLE ALL DESCRIPTIONS OF PROBLEMS, FROM
INFANT WELFARE TO SHIPWRECK, FROM MARRIAGE
TO INSURANCE. NO BARGAIN OF BUYING OR SELLING
COULD BE SETTLED WITHOUT CONSULTING HIM,

THERE ARE FEW TOWNS AND CITIES IN EUROPE THAT
CAN BE FOUND WITHOUT A CHURCH OR AT LEAST

A SHRINE DEDICATED TO HIM, IN ENGLAND, NEARLY
500 CHURCHES ARE DEDICATED TO HIM, AND HE
STANDS /TH IN ORDER OF POPULARITY, HIGHER

THAN ST. PAUL AND MANY OF THE APOSTLES.

NICHOLAS WAS ORDAINED INTO THE PRIESTHOOD

WHEN HE WAS NINETEEN YEARS OLD., HIS UNCLE,

THE BISHOP, PROPHESIED THAT HIS NEPHEW WOULD
OFFER GUIDANCE AND CONSOLATION TO MANY, AND

WOULD ONE DAY ALSO BE A BISHOP AND LIVE A
LIFE OF ENLIGHTMENT.

HERE ARE SOME OTHER STORIES ABOUT NICHOLAS
AND HIS GOOD DEEDS.

AFTER NICHOLAS HAD GROWN TO YOUNG MANHOOD,

HE DECIDED TO DEVOTE HIS LIFE ENTIRELY TO
THE SERVICE OF (GOD, DOING GOOD WORKS FOR



PEOPLE EVERYWHERE. OBEYING THE WORDS OF
CHRIST, HE DISTRIBUTED ALL OF HIS POSSESSIONS
TO THE POOR, THE SICK AND THE SUFFERING, HE
IS SAID TO HAVE SECRETLY HELPED VERY POOR
PEOPLE BY PUTTING GIFTS OF MONEY THROUGH THEIR
WINDOWS DURING THE NIGHT WHEN NO ONE COULD

SEE HIM,

BECAUSE OF THIS, CHILDREN THROUGHOUT EUROPE,

HAVE FOR YEARS., PUT NOTES IN THE WINDOWS OF
THEIR HOMES ADDRESSED TO THE DEAR LITTLE

CHRIST CHILD, BELIEVING THAT ST. NICHOLAS
WOULD TAKE THESE NOTES AND SEE TO IT THAT

THEY WERE PROPERLY DELIVERED.,

NICHOLAS ALSO USED HIS MONEY TO RESCUE OTHERS
FROM BONDAGE. AND HERE IS WHERE THE STORY

OF THE THREE BAGS OF GOLD HAD ITS BEGINNING

AND THEREAFTER BECAME HIS EMBLEM, SOME LEGENDS
HOLD THAT THIS INCIDENT TOOK PLACE BEFORE

HE BECAME A PRIEST AND OTHERS SAY IT WAS
AFTER--BUT IT MAKES NO DIFFERENCE, THE STORY
ITSELF IS THE SAME,

A WIDOWED NOBLEMAN LIVED IN THE SAME TOWN
AS NICHOLAS. ONCE WELL-TO-DO, BUT NOW PENNILESS
AND DESPERATE, THE MAN FOUND HIMSELF UNABLE

TO TAKE CARE OF HIS THREE TEENAGE DAUGHTERS,
NICHOLAS HEARD THAT THE DISTRAUGHT FATHER

HAD DECIDED TO "“SELL-OFF"” HIS OLDEST DAUGHTER,
PRESUMABLY INTO SLAVERY OR PROSTITUTION., TO

FORESTALL THIS, BUT NOT GIVE HIMSELF AWAY,
NTCHOLAS TIED THREE HUNDRED FLORINS INTO A




HANDKERCHIEF. AFTER DARK, HE GOT NEAR THE

HOUSE OF THE DISTRAUGHT FATHER AND THREW THE
MONEY THROUGH AN OPEN WINDOW. THIS ACT HAS
BEEN DRAMATIZED IN MANY PAINTINGS, PARTICULARLY
IN 12TH CENTURY ITALY, AS WELL AS IN SCULPTURES,
WOODCUTS AND STAINED-GLASS WINDOWS,

WITH THE FIRST DAUGHTER SAVED, THE HOUSEHOLD
MANAGED TO SURVIVE FOR A TIME, BUT NOT LONG
AFTER, THE FATHER WAS IN FINANCIAL STRAITS
ONCE MORE, DBEFORE ANYTHING UNTOWARD COULD

HAPPEN, HOWEVER, NICHOLAS DID THE GOOD DEED
ALL OVER AGAIN. NATURALLY, THE FATHER WAS

PLEASED AND PUZZLED, WHEN THE THIRD DAUGHTER
WAS IN DANGER AND THE MONEY ONCE MORE CAME
FLYING THROUGH THE WINDOW, HER FATHER CAUGHT
NICHOLAS IN THE ACT, THANKED AND PRAISED HIM,
AND THE SECRET WAS A SECRET NO LONGER. IN

ALL THREE CASES, THE FATHER HAD BEEN ABLE

TO USE THE MONEY AS A DOWRY SO ALL THREE YOUNG
WOMEN WOULD BE MARRIED.,

DO YOU REMEMBER EVER SEEING THREE GOLDEN BALLS

HANGING ABOVE THE DOOR OF A PAWNBROKER'S SHOP?
DID YOU EVER WONDER HOW THEY BECAME THE SIGN
OF THIS PARTICULAR TRADE? PAWNBROKERS AND
BANKERS IN NORTHERN ITALY USED TO LOOK TO

ST. NICHOLAS AS THEIR PATRON SAINT., THE SIGN
ABOVE THEIR SHOPS SYMBOLIZED THE THREE BAGS
OF GOLD NICHOLAS USED, TO ASSURE THE FREEDOM
OF THE THREE YOUNG WOMEN IN HIS HOME TOWN,

HERE'S ANOTHER LEGEND. DURING THE TIME



NICHOLAS WAS A BISHOP, THERE WAS A GREAT
FAMINE IN THE LAND. ONE DAY, A POOR WIDOW
SENT HER THREE LITTLE BOYS OUT FOR SOMETHING
TO EAT, LEST THEY ALL DIE OF HUNGER, THE
CHILDREN RAN TO THE BAKER'S AND PLEADED WITH
HIM FOR A PIECE OF BREAD, BUT HE HAD NONE,
THEY WENT TO THE MARKETPLACE, BUT IT WAS EMPTY
AND SOME HUNGRY RATS SCARED THE CHILDREN,

IN THEIR FEAR THEY KNOCKED AT THE DOOR OF

A TAVERN AND ASKED TO BE LET IN. "I HAVE
NOTHING TO EAT.,” SAID THE INNKEEPER, WHO STILL

LOOKED WELL-FED SOMEHOW., "BUT COME IN ANYWAY.
[IT’S GETTING DARK, YOU CAN SLEEP HERE.” THE

POOR WIDOW WAITED IN VAIN FOR HER LITTLE ONES.
WHEN A WEEK HAD PASSED AND THE CHILDREN COULD
NOT BE FOUND, SHE WENT TO THE CHURCH IN
DESPAIR, TO TELL GOD OF HER SORROW, LATER

THAT DAY, A MAN WRAPPED IN A DARK CLOAK ENTERED
THE TAVERN., AS THE INNKEEPER CAME FORWARD

TO GREET THE GUEST, HE SHRUGGED AND PLEADED

THE FAMINE AS AN EXCUSE FOR NOT BEING ABLE

TO GIVE HIM MORE THAN A BED., BUT THE GUEST
SHOOK HIS HEAD, "“GIVE ME SOME OF THE PICKLED

MEAT IN YOUR JARS,"” HE SAID.

THE INNKEEPER TURNED PALE, HE TRIED TO ESCAPE,
BUT THE MAN GRABBED HIM AND LED HIM TO THE
HIDDEN CUPBOARD WHERE THREE LARGE JARS OF

PICKLED MEAT STOOD IN A ROW. TREMBLING ALL
OVER, THE INNKEEPER FELL ON HIS KNEES. [HE
STRANGER DROPPED HIS CLOAK. HE WAS ST,

NIcHOLAS, BIisHoP oF MYRA. HE MADE THE SIGN
OF THE CROSS AND SPOKE IN A CLEAR RINGING



VOICE, “SUFFER THE LITTLE CHILDREN TO COME
UNTO ME, SAID THE SoN oF GoD.” HE RAISED

HIS FINGERS AND TOUCHED THE JARS AND THE BOYS
CAME OUT OF THEM ALIVE AND WELL.

IN DIFFERENT PARTS OF THE WORLD, NICHOLAS
IS REMEMBERED IN DIFFERENT WAYS., T[HE TOWN

OF BARI IN SOUTHERN ITALY CELEBRATES THE

SAINT’S ARRIVAL IN ITS PORT EACH MAY 9, AND
IT VIRTUALLY IGNORES OTHER DATES CONNECTED
WITH SAINT NICHOLAS, INCLUDING ANY RELATION

TO CHRISTMAS, GIFT-GIVING AND CHILDREN., THE
CHILDREN OF BARI, LIKE BOYS AND GIRLS THROUGHOUT

ITALY, HANG UP THEIR STOCKINGS FOR GIFTS ON
JANUARY 6, THE EVE OF EPIPHANY. THE TRADITION
IS THAT CHILDREN EXPECT GIFTS FROM A BENIGN
WITCH, KNOWN AS BEFANA, THE WITCH’S ORIGINAL
IDENTITY IS LOST IN FOLK TRADITIONS THAT
PREDATE CHRISTIANITY. HER ROLE IS SOMETHING
LIKE TODAY'S AMERICAN SANTA CLAUS--SHE KNOWS

WHETHER A CHILD HAS BEEN NAUGHTY OR NICE,
HER INVOLVEMENT WITH CHILDREN IS SAID TO DATE

BACK TO THE BIRTH OF CHRIST WHEN SHE MISSED
SEEING THE THREE WISE MEN AND WAS CONDEMNED
TO SEARCH FOR THEM FOREVER., BUT, NO MATTER
WHAT HER ORIGIN, ITALIAN PARENTS HAVE USED
THE BEFANA’S NAME TO FRIGHTEN THEIR CHILDREN,
JUST AS SOME PARENTS TODAY USE SANTA CLAUS.

IN MOST OTHER PARTS OF EUROPE, CHRISTIANS
CAME TO BELIEVE THAT ON DECEMBER b6, ST,

NICHOLAS REVISITED THE EARTH--AND IT
ORIGINALLY HAD NOTHING TO DO WITH CHRISTMAS.,



ON THE CHRISTIAN CALENDAR, DECEMBER 6, WAS

ST. NIcHOLAS DAY. THE CALENDAR CARRIED SPECIAL
DAYS FOR ALL OF THE MAJOR SAINTS.

FOR A WHILE AFTER THE REFORMATION OF THE 16TH
CENTURY IN EUROPE, THE FEAST OF ST. NICHOLAS
FADED OR AT LEAST WENT UNDERGROUND, BUT DAYS
OF JOY AND FESTIVITY, NO MATTER WHAT THEIR
ORIGIN CANNOT BE KEPT DOWN, WHEN THE DUTCH
CAME TO THIS COUNTRY., FOR EXAMPLE, AND
ESTABLISHED THE COLONY OF NEW AMSTERDAM,

WHICH IS NOW NEW YORK CITY, THEIR CHILDREN
KEPT THE TRADITION OF THE VISIT OF ST. NICHOLAS

ON THE EVE OF DECEMBER 6, DECEMBER 5.

THERE IS STILL A LOT OF DEBATE AMONG HISTORIANS
AS TO HOW AND WHEN ST. NICHOLAS EVOLVED OR

IS CONNECTED TO SANTA CLAUS WITH HIS REINDEER
AND THE NORTH POLE AND ALL THE OTHER TRADITIONS

THAT GO WITH IT. THAT'S A TOPIC FOR ANOTHER
SERMON.,

THE IMPORTANT THING FOR US TODAY IS THAT THE
LIFE AND LEGEND OF ST. NICHOLAS REMIND US
THAT THE GOD WE WORSHIP AND WHO IS FREQUENTLY

BEST REPRESENTED BY SAINTLY PERSONS LIKE
NICHOLAS, IS A GOD WHO HAS SPECIAL CONCERN
FOR THOSE IN NEED, IN TROUBLE, AND WHO HURT

IN ANY WAY, AS NICHOLAS SOUGHT OUT PEOPLE
WHO NEEDED HELP--SO DOES GOD AND SO ARE WE

TO DO THE SAME IN GOD’S NAME. ALMOST ALL
OF THE LEGENDS ABOUT ST. NICHOLAS ARE THOSE

WHICH TELL US HIS BEING OF HELP TO PEOPLE
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WITH UNIQUE AND DIFFICULT PROBLEMS. AND THERE
IS NO HINT THAT NICHOLAS ONLY HELPED OR BROUGHT
GIFTS TO CHILDREN OR ADULTS WHO HAD BEEN GOOD
DURING THE PAST YEAR., GOD'S LOVE IS

UNCONDITIONAL. THERE ARE NO CONDITIONS TO
GOD'S GIFTS.,

ALSO, THE LIVES OF THE SAINTS LIKE NICHOLAS
SPEAK TO US OF THE JOY AND FUN OF BEING A
CHRISTIAN, THE RELIGION OF JESUS IS A LIFE-
AFFIRMING FAITH., IT IS A RELIGION FILLED

WITH A LOVE THAT SHAKES THE POISON OUT OF
ALL OF OUR LIVES AND LEADS TO THE ABUNDANT

LIFE--AND BY ABUNDANT DOES NOT MEAN HAVING
AN OVERFLOWING ABUNDANCE OF MATERIALS THINGS--
IT MEANS HAVING A LIFE WITH JOY AND LOVE.

THE SAINTS ARE THE PEOPLE WHO GO SINGING
THROUGH THE WORLD, EVEN IN THE DARKEST TIMES,
CHEERED BY AN ABIDING VISION OF THE UNSEEN
WHICH TELLS THEM THERE'S MUCH MORE TO LIFE
THAN WE ORDINARILY SEE.

THE LIFE OF ST. NICHOLAS SAYS TO US--LOOK
AROUND YOU, THERE ARE SAINTS AT WORK IN THE
WORLD EVEN NOW, AND MOST OF THEM ARE WORKING
SECRETLY. THE TRUE SAINTS USUALLY WORK IN
SECRET. AND WHEN YOU DO GOOD WORKS IN SECRET--

YOU TOO ARE A SAINT LIKE NicHoLAs. AMEN.




