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"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

WEIHNACHTSZEIT / CHRISTMAS SEASON 

Nikolaustag / St. Nicholas Day 
der 6. Dezember: 

St. Nicholas Day? 

You can celebrate it today 

Whatever happe ned to St. 
Nicholas Day, anyway? 

Old-school Roman Catholics, 
Byzantine Catholics, and those of 
·Dutch and Eastern European 
descent used to celebrate the day 
with big parties, big dinners and 
lots of presents, but now the holi-
· day has disappeared to the point 
that you rarely even see it on 
American calendars. 

"When I was growing up in the 
'60s, it was a huge deal," said 
Matthew Soltis, a parishioner at 
.st. Nicholas Chapel in Brighton 
. Township. As a child, he and his 
,family attended St. Mary Church, 
·near Latrobe. "There was a meal, 
·a festival a big celebration. You 
I ' H don't see much of that anymore. 
'. Soltis and his wife, Caroline, 
'have made it a point to teach their 
three children about St. Nicholas 
·Day - Dec. 6 - and th~an 
behind the holiday. 

"We tell them the story once a 
year, before the holiday service, so 
the kids know that this is what it's 
all about," Soltis said. ''This is the 
real Santa Claus." 

For those who don't know much 
about him, St. Nicholas was the 
fourth-century bishop of Myra, 
now part of western Turkey. He 
eventually became revered for his 
generosity, and he had a special 
sympathy for children. 

Once, according to legend, he 
stopped at the home of a poor 
young girl who wouldn't marry 
because her father couldn't afford 
a dowry and dropped a bag of 
coins down the chimney. 

The bag of coins landed in the 
girl's shoes, at the base of the fire
place, and a tradition was born. 
Today, families who celebrate St. 
Nicholas Day do so by putting 
small presents, chocolate coins 
and fruit in their children's shoes. 

"We still do it," Caroline Soltis 
said. "We make sure the kids put 
their shoes on the back porch 
every Dec. 5." 

But for the most part, the St. 
Nicholas Day celebration has gone 
the way of lots of other Catholic 
traditions, like Latin Masses and 
fasting every Sunday - that is to 
say, it kind of faded into history. 

"There is less observance of St. 

Nicholas Dey, outside of church, 
than there used to be ," said 
Michael Thompson, a professor at 
SS. Cyril and Methodius Byzantine 
Catholic Seminary in Pittsburgh. 
"It gets lost in the shuffie." 

He suggested ethnic homoge
nization - people don't celebrate 
their ancestral traditions as much 
as they used to - has contributed 
to the passing of St. Nicholas Day, 
and added that people generally 
put less spiritual emphasis on the 
holiday season than they did a 
half-century ago . 

St. Nicholas' legend spawned 
the story of Santa Claus. When 
Dutch colonists came to New York 
City - then called New Amster- · 
dam - in the 1600s, they brought 
with them their legend of Sinterk
laas, which was a Dutch variation 
of the name St. Nicholas. 

The legend was adopted by the 
country's English-speaking majori
ty as Christmastime's official mas
cot, and the figure of St. Nicholas 
was combined with old Nordic 
and English folk stories of a magic 
elf who punished naughty chil
dren and rewarded the well
behaved ones with presents. 

St. Nicholas Day on December 6th ·wa.s 
celebrated as a special children's Christ
mas. Children would receive candy and 
nuts as gifts from the famous saint. On 
Christmas Day (ano also Easter), the 
children would visit the homes of their 
baptism sponsors to wish them a happy 
feast. They were rewarded with sweets 

'When I was grow
ing up in the '60s, 
it was a huge deal.' 

. wrapped in a white cloth to ·carry home 
with them. 


