
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL WEIHNACHTEN 

"Bei uns ist immer was los!" 

VORWEIHNACHTENSSITTEN (PRE-CHRISTMAS CUSTOMS) 

bringer of gifts: der Gabenbringer, die Gabenbringer 
Nicholas: Nikolaus 

history of Nicholas: die Geschichte von Sankt Nikolaus 

Who was the real St. Nicholas? 
Symbol of Christmas giving 
cared for poor of 4th century 

St. Nicholas' eyes are kind but 
sad as he bolas a book of the gos
pels and raises his right hand to 
bless the congregation of St. Nicho
las Greek Orthodox Cathedral in 
Oakland. 

Some might say the icon reflects 
the saint's sorrow over what is of
ten wrought in his name. The 
white beard of a bishop is the only 
resemblance between the ascetic 
Nicholas and the jolly old el£ Santa 
Claus. 

The man who was imprisoned 
for preaching the Christian faith 
would probably be ashamed that 
his image has all but eclipsed that 
of Chri..§t. _ 

While Nieholas would rejoice 
over those who quietly give to the 
poor at Christmas, he might well 
chase the Santas out of the shop
ping malls the way Jesus drove the 
money changers from the Temple, 
according to the Rev. Sarantos 
Serviou, dean of St. Nicholas Ca
thedral. 

"He would tell us to preserve 
the proper place of Christmas, 
which is the Se.:\SOn of love and giv
ing, not receiving. He would tell us 
to give to the poor, clothe the na
ked, feed the hungry and don't ex
pect a reward or a~ back," 
Serviou said. nst. Nicholas never 
exchanged gifts with anyone. He 
gave to the poor." 

Little is certain a.bout Nicholas, 
a fourth century bishop of the port 
city Myra in Asia Minor. Within the 
Roman Empire, Myra was a Chi:is
tian stro;nghold, with up to 30 per
cent of the population professing 
the faith, said the Rev. Leslie Fair
field, professor of church history at 
Trinity Episcopal School for Minis
wy in Arobridge, Beaver County. 

Nicliolas was born around 275, 
and in his youth Christians had not 

li'een ptrrsecuted {or decades. 
IHt was easy to be a Christian, it 

was hard to be Roman. The empire 
was under siege by Scandinavians 
to the north and Persians to the 
east. The army was at war with it
self, and military coups toppled 
emperors regularly. A plague and 
famine sharpened the misery, Fair
fled said. 

In 284, Diocletian claimed the 
throne and united the army 
through worship of the sun god. 

In 303, when Nicholas was prob
ably a young priest, Diocletian un
leashed the most severe persecu
tion of the early church. 

He ordered the destruction of all 
churches, the confiscation of 
Christian books, the dismissal of 
Christians from the government 
and army and the imprisonment of 
the clergy. 

All Christians were ordered to 
saernfice to the sun god or face e:x:
ecubon. Soldiers destroyed at least 
one Christian town in Asia Minor 
and slaughtered its inhabitants. 

"People like Nicholas of Myra 
were sort of like Christian leaders 
un<ier the worst of conditions in 
Soviet Russia in the 1950s or Chris
tian..lead.er,s in Chiaa duFing the 
eultural revolution," Fairfield said. 
"They were trying to encourage 
their people and really wrestling 
with whether they shotild flee to 
stay alive to keep pastoring or give 
themselves up for execution." 

Nicholas was imprisoned, Ser
viou said Although Diocletian re
tired in 305, the persecution 
continued until the Emperor Con
stantine's conversion to Christian
ity in 312. 

"Before the time of the Emper
or Constantine, being a bishop 
coqld be injurious to your health. It 
wasn't a social honor to w.lpch 
m~y people aspired," Fairfield 

Sal. ~ 
' So the respect that the non

Ghtistian community would enter
tain toward the bishop depended 
not on his office but on his person
al character. There were bishops 
who were well known and honored 
even by pagans. Obviously, Nicho
las was one of those people/' 

In aadition to teaching the 
Christian faith, most bishops su
pervised a charitable network of 
deacons who ran soup kitchens, 
cared for orphans and the sick and 
distributed money to the poor. But 
Nicholas went beyond what was 
expected and became personally 
involved in the care of the poor. 

"He followed the teaching of 
(ehf,ist to look after the poor, espe
eially children and especially or-

- phans," Sel'viou said. 
"He loved to give presents to 

poor children. And that was where 
the legend of St. Nicholas came 
from, especially as it was celebrat
ed in Europe," Serviou said. 

"The gifts that he distribyted of 
c0urse were to the very poor -
sailors, children, the bottom rung 
of society. They were gifts that 
might have made the differeh.€e 
between starvation and survi:va~" 
Fairfield said. 

In a city of seafarers, Nicholas' 
prayers were said to have calmed 
the seas and saved imperiled sail

. ors on many occasions. Today in 
Greece, ''Every ship and little fish
ing boat will always have the icon 
of St. Nicholas for protection and 
guidance," Serviou said. · 

_One of Nicholas' ~ea journe~s is 
said to have taken him to the first 
Ecumenical Council in Nicea in 
325. Records of the council do not 
mention Nicholas, but tradition 
puts him firmly on the side of those 
who upheld the doctrine of the 
Trinity and summarized it in the 


