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This book is dedicated to all the children

who have cherished the name “Saint Nicholas,”

in hopes that his story will deepen their affection.


    [image: image]

PREFACE



    I was delighted when Howard Books suggested releasing a new edition of The True Saint Nicholas, first published nearly a decade ago. It prompted me to keep an eye out for the good old saint and fresh evidence of his legacy. Sure enough, the signs are there. After all these centuries, Saint Nicholas is still working wonders.

    In 2017, for example, more than two million Russians in Moscow and Saint Petersburg flocked to glimpse a bone fragment on loan from Saint Nicholas’s tomb in Bari, Italy. The holy relic had not been outside of Italy in more than nine hundred years. The traveling event was the result of a historic meeting the previous year between Pope Francis and Patriarch Kirill, leader of the Russian Orthodox Church, the first such meeting since the Great Schism split Christianity in 1054.

    People in Russia waited for up to twenty-four hours to see the relic. The lines stretched for miles.

    “It’s important to be close to the grace of Saint Nicholas,” one young man who drove for hours to stand in line told a Washington Post reporter. “All saints are special, but this is the one most dear to us.”

    Russia is a country where, for generations, a murderous communist regime had done its best to stamp out religion. Yet here was this outpouring of faith in God and veneration for a saintly man.

    Another sign: Every year, the North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) “tracks” Santa Claus as he flies around the world on Christmas Eve. The tradition dates to 1955 when, the story goes, a child misdialed a telephone number in a Sears department store newspaper advertisement that told children they could reach Santa on his private phone. The call came in to an air defense command center in Colorado Springs, prompting officials to set up a Santa hotline. Since then, every Christmas Eve, military and civilian volunteers have manned telephones answering calls from around the world about Santa’s flight and whereabouts.

    Today NORAD operates a wonderful website called NORAD Tracks Santa (www.noradsanta.org) as well as a Facebook page that posts updates on Santa’s travels. “NORAD con rms Santa has arrived over Istanbul, Turkey,” the site announced last December 24. “Santa wants to express his thanks for all the children who left out the wonderful Turkish coffee. He said it helps with his long Christmas flight.”

    “I wonder if he stops for a little visit with his ancestors in Turkey,” one Facebook user commented. “Santa was a bishop from Turkey.”

    “Saint Nicholas was a Christian bishop from Myra, which was Greek and is now in Turkey,” another user commented, quite correctly.

    So there he is, alive and well in cyberspace. The spirit of generosity that Saint Nicholas bequeathed to Santa Claus is at home with our modern technology. Even in a world of satellites and cell phones, the ancient saint touches us.

    Meanwhile, in New York City, a new church bearing the saint’s name has become a symbol of resilience. The original Saint Nicholas Greek Orthodox Church had been a house of worship in Lower Manhattan since 1916. That came to a violent end during the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center. The collapse of the South Tower destroyed the church.

    The new Saint Nicholas Greek Orthodox Church and National Shrine, which is nearing completion as I write, stands a few yards from the old church’s site, overlooking the National September 11 Memorial & Museum. When completed, the beautiful domed church will contain a space where people of all faiths can come for reflection and prayer. “It will show the will of all people to rebuild and resurrect from the ashes of 9/11,” Archbishop Demetrios of America says.

    The legacy of Saint Nicholas, you see, is still very much with us. His story resonates down through the ages. It brings messages of hope, generosity, and joy. It reminds us, above all, of God’s love.

    Since the name Saint Nicholas has become associated with Christmas, I hope this little book helps you pass a quiet winter evening, perhaps beside a hearth in the glow of a Christmas tree. May the good saint’s story touch you, as it has so many, with God’s love.

    William J. Bennett

    2018
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    INTRODUCTION

    

When most of us hear the name “Saint Nicholas,” we immediately think of Santa Claus. As children, we listened wide-eyed to Clement Clarke Moore’s famous poem about the night before Christmas, when “down the chimney St. Nicholas came with a bound.” At some point along the way, we may have asked an older and wiser acquaintance why Santa sometimes goes by this alias. The answer we received was probably not very informative. And once we are all grown up, with children of our own, and by chance are asked the same question, we still are not sure. If pressed, we might guess that there was once a very good man named Nicholas, and his name somehow came to be connected with Santa Claus. But Saint Nicholas remains an elusive figure to us.

He is elusive even to scholars who study such matters. They believe that Saint Nicholas served as a bishop during the fourth century in the town of Myra, on the coast of the eastern Mediterranean Sea. He may have attended the famous Council of Nicaea convened by Constantine the Great in 325 to resolve issues troubling the Christian Church. But the details of his life and work remain sketchy. If he wrote anything, it is long gone. The first known Nicholas “biography” dates to the eighth or ninth century, long after his death, when a Greek monk known as Michael the Archimandrite assembled a collection of tales about him.

We are left to piece together his life as best we can, using what we know and a good bit of surmise to arrive at the most likely story. Often we must rely on tradition as well as clues provided by the history of the times in which he lived. If the reputation he left behind means anything, we know there was something remarkable about this holy man. For hundreds of years, his name has been invoked, his deeds recounted. His shadow falls across epochs.

Why bother with the history of Saint Nicholas? For one thing, his is a fascinating story. Its sheer vastness of scale is astounding. It stretches from the crossroads of Europe, Asia, and Africa to the Americas and beyond. It crosses oceans, deserts, and frozen arctic climes. This is an adventure tale complete with emperors, knights, villains, shipwrecks, kidnappings, treasure, and dark dungeons. It is the age-old struggle of good against evil, of right against might.

But there is a larger reason to remember Saint Nicholas: He matters to Christmas. This saintly man who lived so long ago has come to influence one of our holiest seasons and most beloved holidays. This influence that has come across so many centuries is a kind of miracle. It is evidence of God’s love.

One purpose of this book is to help put Saint Nicholas back into Christmas. It explains his connection with Santa Claus, and the common spirit they share. As you will see, Saint Nicholas makes Santa Claus a larger and richer figure than you might expect him to be.

So here is the story of Nicholas, based on what we can reasonably conjecture. It is a story worth knowing. I hope that once you know it, you will remember Saint Nicholas each December. You may never again think of Santa Claus in quite the same way. If that is the case, then this book will have achieved its aim of helping to deepen the spirit of Christmas.


    

        [image: Image]
    

    p a r t   o n e

    [image: image]

LIFE OF NICHOLAS
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    CHAPTER ONE

    

Answered Prayers and Secret Alms

    Like many good things, this story begins with a mother’s prayer.

During the days of the Roman Empire, in a province called Lycia, in what is now the country of Turkey, a husband and wife longed for a child. Theophanes and Nonna, their names are said to have been. Their home was Patara, a flourishing town at the mouth of the river Xanthos on the Mediterranean coast, a place where the forested hills sloped down to the clear blue sea.

Theophanes and Nonna were a well-to-do couple. Perhaps they inherited land and money. Theophanes may have run a prosperous trade in cloth or milled grains. History does not tell us. We know only that, according to one old chronicle, they were people “of substantial lineage, holding property enough without superfluity.”

Their comfortable lives were troubled by one great unhappiness: though they had been married for many years, they had never managed to have children. As time passed, they wept and waited, but no child came. Still, Nonna refused to give up hope. Instead, she did something very wise. She prayed. Like Hannah in the First Book of Samuel in the Bible, she poured out her soul to God, asking him to remember her.

It must have seemed like a miracle when late in life, after so many hopes and tears, Nonna’s prayer was answered around the year A.D. 280 with the birth of a son. She surely recalled how Hannah, who was finally blessed with the boy Samuel, had vowed to “give him unto the Lord all the days of his life” (1 Samuel 1:11 KJV).

Some say that when Nonna’s child was placed in his bath right after birth, he stood up by himself and raised his arms as if in praise of God. Others say that on Wednesdays and Fridays, traditional days of fasting for early Christians, he refused to nurse until after sundown. Such are the legends. But there must have been something that made the proud parents hope that their child would someday serve God and his fellow men in some remarkable way. They christened the baby Nicholas, a name that in Greek means “people’s victor,” after an uncle who was an abbot at a nearby monastery.

Patara was a good town to grow up in, a bustling center of trade full of sights for a boy to explore. Wide avenues lined with columns and paved with stones led from town gates past houses, shops, and temples to busy agorai (market squares). Beneath brightly colored awnings, merchants arranged their goods: grapes, olives, cheese, herbs, dyed wool and cotton, pottery, jewelry, leather, glassware, skins of wine. The shoppers who haggled with vendors and the men who swapped news in the shade of roofed colonnades all spoke Greek, the dominant language of that part of the world. Young Nicholas must have spent many hours listening to the shouts of the tradesmen advertising their wares and the talk of women filling jugs with water at the public fountains.

As he roamed the streets of Patara, the boy saw reminders of both his proud Greek heritage and imperial Rome’s wide reach. A temple to Apollo drew travelers hoping to divine the future from a revered oracle. The grand assembly building, where officials from all over Lycia met to debate, could seat one thousand people. Elegant baths with rooms covered by marble tiles dotted the city. A massive monument with three Roman arches, built to honor a governor of Lycia, supported an aqueduct that brought water to Patara’s inhabitants.

On a hillside near the sea stood the favorite spot of many Patarans, the amphitheater. More than two dozen tiers of stone seats rose above a raised stage where actors spoke or sang their lines. The crowds that gathered to enjoy comedies, tragedies, and dances could be a rowdy bunch, stomping their feet when pleased or throwing olive pits when disappointed by the show.

But Nicholas’s favorite spot may well have been the port, where the boy could watch fishing boats unload the day’s catch and merchants’ ships arrive from points around the eastern Mediterranean: Rhodes, Cyprus, Antioch, Alexandria, and beyond. Occasionally seaman who had made it as far as Rome itself sailed into Patara. They brought news of Roman armies on the march, edicts of emperors, and tales of distant places like North Africa and Gaul.
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AT ABOUT AGE SEVEN, Nicholas was placed under the charge of a pedagogue, a trusted slave who took him to school, helped him with lessons, and kept him out of mischief. The boy gathered with other students under a roofed colonnade to study grammar and arithmetic. He practiced writing with a stylus on a wooden tablet covered with beeswax, and listened intently as the schoolmaster told ancient stories such as how Achilles killed Hector outside the walls of Troy.
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