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Greetings, First Congregational Church! It’s a joy to fill in for Pastor Eric this morning while he
leads a special Epiphany service for the elves at the North Pole—a day when we remember
how Christ’s light was revealed to the world.

My sleigh is getting a post-Christmas tune-up, so you may have seen me pull up on my
motorcycle — the Holly Davidson. My dog came with me, too. His name is Santa Paws. He’s
very fond of treats, especially mistle-toast.

Anyway — it’s wonderful to be here. Mrs. Claus and | have been a big fans of yours for a long
time. We watch your services on YuleTube. We're especially fond of your outstanding music
program, even though our favorite artist will always be Beyon-Sleigh.

Now, let’s shift gears and get to the heart of why I'm here. Pastor Eric asked if | might share a
little background about myself that some of you may not know. | was happy to say yes —
though I'll admit, there’s a bit of irony in the request.

You see, there was a time when Eric and | were not exactly on speaking terms. | never had a
problem with him — but he was pretty sure | represented everything wrong with Christmas. In
his mind, | was the walking embodiment of American consumerism. He once even called me “a
fat man in a Satan suit!” He worried that | had replaced the deep, life-giving story of Christ’s
birth with a string of silly tales about a man who spies on children and keeps a “Naughty and
Nice” list to decide who deserves gifts. He said that idea twisted everything Jesus came to teach
us about God’s love and grace.

Now — | actually agree with Eric on that last part. Not the name-calling — we’ve made peace
about that! — but the truth about Jesus and God. God gives good gifts to everyone — not only
to the people who behave well. You know this from your own lives. And if Christ could forgive
even those who crucified him, | think it’s safe to say he wouldn’t sign off on withholding
presents from children who sometimes misbehave. Since Jesus is my Lord as well as yours, I've
never kept a Naughty-and-Nice list. That old idea traces back to a Nordic folk tale about a
magician who punished “bad” children and rewarded “good” ones with gifts.

That’s not Christ’s story — and it’'s not mine either.

I’'m noticing a few surprised looks out there after | said that Jesus is my Lord. You didn’t know
this? | don’t expect my secular friends to know — but Christians, of all people, should
recognize who | serve. Even the color of my suit — and those Christmas candy canes you enjoy
— testify to Jesus.



Red reminds us of the life-giving blood of Christ. White reminds us that God’s grace washes us
clean — “white as snow.”

Now, | know that for many of you, talk about being “washed in the blood” sounds even worse
than that old Naughty-and-Nice list. But that’s mostly because, today, we associate blood only
with death. In ancient times, blood symbolized life itself. So when we speak of Christ’s blood,
we're really talking about the new life he shares with us. The red and white of Christmas
remind us that Christ transforms how we see ourselves and the world. Sin doesn’t magically
disappear — but its power over us is broken. Our lives become centered on receiving the love
and grace God so freely offers, and then passing that love along just as freely to others.

The next time you wonder whether someone like you could ever have a personal relationship
with the Holy One — the Creator of the universe — just let a candy cane rest on your tongue
and remember this sweet truth: God prefers relationship over perfection. There is nothing that
can separate you from the love of God in Christ. That’s the message of Jesus. And giving gifts as
a way of celebrating God’s greatest gift — well, that’s part of what makes Christmas so
beautiful.

So, Christmas should always be a cheerful time for believers. Not without a few tears of
sorrow, of course, when we remember the cost of Christ’s love. But they mingle with tears of
gratitude and hope.

This all may sound a bit preachy, but | was once a preacher in real life! | served as Bishop of
Myra, a little town on the southern coast of what you now call Turkey. Gorgeous place. 'm
afraid it puts the North Pole to shame. The Church of St. Nicholas is still there, and many
people still come to celebrate my feast day on December 6. Actually, that was the day people
used to give presents to children, long before anyone settled on December 25" for Christmas.

| was buried in Myra in the fourth century. My sarcophagus is still there in the church —
although some pirates stole my remains in 1087 and carried them off to Bari, Italy. That’s the
problem with having precious bones — you never get any rest! It was kind of a lucky break,
though. It made me famous all over Europe. Now, a thousand years later, here you are, still
hearing my name.

Of course, it wasn’t just a set of “precious bones” that turned a bishop like me into a
worldwide figure. Like so many of Christ’s saints, my story begins in a place of suffering.

You know this, don’t you? Suffering is one of the greatest teachers of empathy and compassion.
So the next time you find yourself shaking your fist at heaven over what you’re going through,
you might — at the very least — ask God what good might yet be born from it. You never
know how much blessing can grow out of experiences most of us would never choose.

For me, compassion was born in the fires of persecution during the reign of Emperor
Diocletian at the turn of the fourth century — the time history remembers as the “Age of the
Martyrs.” It was the last and the worst of the great persecutions of Christians under the old
Roman Empire.



| was imprisoned along with many others. We were beaten, starved, and tortured. It became
painfully clear that our lives would soon come to some terrible end. | wasn’t praying so much
for release anymore — | was simply praying that it would be over quickly.

Then something remarkable happened. A new emperor rose to power — Constantine — who
marched under the banner of Christ, with the cross emblazoned on his soldiers’ shields. | know
many problems developed later, when Christianity became assimilated into the empire, but for
those of us who had lived so long in fear, it was as if what prophet Isaiah’s vision of “people who
walked in darkness have seen a great light” had come true once again in our day. When | stepped
out of my prison cell into the daylight and freedom, it was as if Christ himself had opened the
door and handed me back my life.

| resolved that very day to use whatever days remained to help others find freedom from
whatever imprisoned them.

It wasn’t long before the Spirit answered that prayer. Three young women in my parish came
from families so poor they could not provide a dowry — which meant they had almost no hope
of marriage. And in our world back then, that left them terribly vulnerable — very likely to be
exploited simply to survive. They were good, kind, conscientious young women. And my heart
broke for them.

So | met quietly with each of their fathers and promised that when a suitable marriage could be
arranged, | would provide the dowry myself. No one was to know — partly because Jesus tells
us to do our giving in secret... but mostly because | didn’t want any trouble with the
archbishop.

Of course, word eventually leaked out. And yes — | did get in trouble with the archbishop! But
he couldn’t stop me. | had lost too much fear during the persecutions to be frightened now —
especially by someone who had managed to stay safely hidden while others suffered.

Soon, others began helping me give more and more — food, clothing, money, and hope — all in
Christ’s name. | tried to keep it quiet as long as | could, but before long | was being blamed for
every kindness and every miracle that happened anywhere in the region — whether I'd had
anything to do with it or not. That's when my reputation began to spread.

A little over a century later, Emperor Justinian built not only the magnificent Hagia Sophia in
Constantinople but also a beautiful Church of St. Nicholas there. During the Middle Ages,
thousands of churches across Europe bore the name St. Nicholas, inspired by my generosity
and concern for the poor and vulnerable, which they saw as a reflection of Christ’s own
ministry.

As you heard at the Christmas Candlelight Service, the carol Silent Night was first sung in a
Church of St. Nicholas in Austria in 1818 — and nearly two centuries later, a movement for
freedom and justice that helped bring down the Berlin Wall began in another St. Nicholas
Church.



All of that — from prison darkness to Christmas lights — flowed from the simple desire to let
Christ’s compassion move through me into the world.

Here’s a piece of trivia I'll bet many of you don’t know: I'm the patron saint of both Greece and
Russia. Many churches named after me were built in prominent places along the seacoast,
where they served as landmarks for sailors. So, over time, | became known as both the patron
saint of sailors and the father of lighthouses!

| should confess, though, that my reputation took quite a hit during the Protestant Reformation.
The Puritans, in particular, thought | was far too cozy with Catholic tradition and banned
Christmas altogether. Fortunately, the Dutch held onto my story as Sinter Klaas and carried it
to New Amsterdam — which you now call New York. From there the tale grew and grew, and
by the nineteenth century | had made something of a comeback. These days, even the children
of the Puritans are on speaking terms with me again — including Pastor Eric (and Mark too, |
hope!).

Well, it’s been a joy filling in for Pastor Eric today. I'd love to stay and visit with each of you —
and | know a few of the kids would be eager to take an Elfie with me — but | really must be
heading back to Mrs. Claus. She’s patiently waiting for me to return to our “Maui Christmas
vacation.”

If you have any special requests, just tuck them into your prayers. My boss — the Holy Spirit —
will pass along anything that lines up with Her will. And let me say this especially to those of
you whose hearts lean toward compassion: | can always use the help. The true spirit of
Christmas is doing something kind for someone the world has written off as “naughty.” If you
do that — even once — you’ll make my heart sing, and you’ll help put to rest that old Naughty
and Nice mythology I've been stuck with for so long.

And one last thing — in case | haven’t made it clear by now: Christmas isn’t about me. It’s
about the One who gave the greatest gift of all — his very life — and who invites us to live with
that same generosity and love. My prayer is that each of you will let that love flow through your
life — freely, joyfully, abundantly — so that Christ’s light may shine through you for the sake of
the world.

Merry Christmastide, and a blessed Epiphany! God bless you!



