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Saint Nicholas and the Battle Against Christmas
by Fr Steve Grunow (Word on Fire) | December 5, 2025

On Saturday, December 6, the Church (celebrated) the Feast of St. Nicholas. Nicholas is reverenced by both
the Orthodox Churches of the East and the Catholic Church, as well as by some Protestant denominations. He
is invoked as the patron saint of sailors, merchants, archers, boxers, repentant thieves, reformed prostitutes,
children (naughty and nice), pharmacists, pawnbrokers, fishermen, and still more. The Christians of the Ortho-
dox East know the saint as “Nikolaos o Thaumaturgos,” or Nicholas the Wonderworker. Tradition holds that his
wonders include saving children from being murdered by an evil butcher and made into meat pies, rescuing
three young ladies from a life of prostitution, multiplying grain at a time of famine, and guiding sailors safely into
port by appearing in a halo of light over the mast of their ship—all this as well as numerous cures and miracu-
lous interventions.

There is much that is memorable concerning St. Nicholas. My favorite story is his legendary encounter with Ari-
us, or an Arian bishop, at the Council of Nicaea in which Nicholas decked his interlocutor. (Remember, Arius
caused a great deal of mischief by asserting that Christ was a godlike being lower in divine status than God the
Father.) The story goes that Nicholas later apologized to his brother bishops for his conduct but insisted that
Arius was wrong in his construal of the relationship of Christ’s divine and human natures. The Council of Ni-
caea sided with Nicholas, not in terms of the brawl but the orthodox understanding of Christ’s identity.

In the year 1087, the relics of St. Nicholas were “appropriated” for safekeeping by Italian sailors and taken from
the saint’s shrine in Myra (located in Turkey) to Bari, a town in southeast Italy. In the 1950s, the reliquary con-
taining the saint’s remains was opened and the contents revealed a nearly intact skeleton of a man about five
foot tall with a broken nose. (Maybe Arius was able to get in a good right jab before Nicholas cleaned his clock.)
The government of Turkey requested the return of his relics to Myra, citing that the circumstances by which
they came to Bari was illegal. | don’t know the current status of this complaint, but | think the relics should re-
main in Bari until the circumstances regarding the legality of the “appropriation” of Hagia Sophia are part of the
negotiations.

St. Nicholas’s generosity is ritually reenacted each year by children who place their shoes out the night before
his feast day so that they can discover gifts left there by the saint the following morning. Children with large feet
are particularly excited about and observant of this custom, but with the development of the gift card, even chil-
dren with small feet now eagerly anticipate the saint’s appearance. In some European countries, a costumed
version of the saint—complete with miter and crozier—makes his rounds bringing gifts to the children. Howev-
er, there is a dark side to this visitation, as the costumed saint is accompanied by a person dressed as a de-
monic imp who is there to mete out punishment to unruly children. Some children will receive a switch of wood
in their shoe as a warning of what is to come if behavior does not change. Children who are particularly disrup-
tive are to be placed in a large sack and taken to parts unknown. The manner in which grace and retribution are
juxtaposed in all this must be received by the children as positively delightful. Had | known about this custom as
a child, | would have spent December 6 hiding behind a locked door. (continued on page 3)




The Nativity of the Lord (Christmas)

Gospel Reflection

If you were to give just a cursory glance at a collection of ‘religious’ Christmas cards, or even the local nativity
scene, you would undoubtedly see a varied assortment of shepherds, wise men, livestock and angels gath-
ered around the holy family in a timber structure of some sort. Even the most casual reading of Luke’s ac-
count of the birth of Christ would reveal that most of the nativity figurines are missing! Our retelling of the birth
of Christ tends to be an amalgamation of the Luke and Matthew versions with a bit of creative tradition thrown
in for good measure.

The Luke account of the nativity carries a very specific theology that runs throughout the rest of that gospel. It
is a theology that places the outcast and downtrodden at the centre of Jesus’ mission. In this account, Jesus
is born outside the town because there is no room for Joseph and Mary within the safety of the inn. Like those
he will minister to later in life, Jesus is born ‘on the edge’ — even outside the boundaries. Rather than the im-
pressive ‘Wise Men’ of the Matthew infancy account, the witnesses to Jesus’ birth in the Luke account are
lowly shepherds. Unlike the somewhat romantic notion we may have of shepherds, in Jesus’ time they were
regarded as little better than thieves and cut-throats. All they could be trusted to do was tend sheep outside of
townships and away from ‘civilised’ society. They held one of the lowest positions in Jewish society. The gos-
pel writer’s choice of these witnesses to the birth of Jesus is a very deliberate one that clearly announces the
purpose and direction of Jesus’ mission.

Scriptural context — Matthew v Luke

Ask a child (or even most adults) to describe the scene at the birth of Jesus and you will hear a confused
combination of the two scriptural accounts with several non-scriptural additions. It is a shame that the two ver-
sions have merged into one as each is deserving of its own integrity. The Matthew account emphasises Jesus
as the fulfilment of prophecy and has Wise Men as the withesses to his birth in a house. It is from Luke that
we have the much humbler birth in a manger witnessed by the lowly shepherds. Each has something different
and distinct to say about Jesus and his mission.

© Greg Sunter has worked in Catholic Education (Brisbane) for many years, most recently as a member of the Religious Education team and Mission and Formation team. He has extensive experience
of praying with young people and forming others to lead prayer with young people. He is the author of books on adolescent faith, is a regular speaker at youth and evangelisation conferences, and is a
retreat and reflection facilitator and presenter. His areas of interest include religious education, theology, scripture, spirituality, Catholic ethos, prayer, and ministry with young people.

WEEKEND: Saturday 8am; Vigil 6pm.
Sunday 7am, 9am, no longer 6pm.
WEEKDAY: Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday 8am
WEEKDAY: Friday 9am.
RECONCILIATION: Saturday 4.30—5.30pm.
HEALING + ANOINTING MASS: Friday 6th February 2026 @ 9am.
KERALA COMMUNITY MASS: last Sunday of each month at 4pm (none Dec).
PRAYER MEETING: Every Friday (Except 1st Friday of the month) @ 7.10 pm
(Rosary), 7.30 pm (Praise & Worship followed by Message)
CHILDREN’S LITURGY: continues 1st and 3rd Sundays @ 9am mass.
Kids Bulletin available copyright https://thekidsbulletin.com/about/
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Thank you from StV de P Coorparoo

The St. Vincent de Paul Society
Conference, here at St. James, wish
to thank our Parishioners for their
valuable support during the past

12 months.

With your help we have assisted 777
Companions from January to December 2025.
The total value of assistance provided was
$50,794.05. More recently, with your help, along
with Villanova College and Loreto College, we
have put together 65 Christmas Hampers to help
our Companions during this Festive Season.
Thank you to everyone who has assisted.

A Sincere thanks from the Members of SVDP St
James Coorparoo.

https://donate.vinnies.org.au/donation-hub
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(continued from page 1)

The combination of a Protestant aversion to saints
and Catholic reverie along with secularist ideology
created a mutated version of St. Nicholas called
Santa Claus (you can hear a lingering hint of
“Sanctus Nicholas”). Santa Claus is not a bishop,
saint, or real person but a symbolic representation of
American culture’s annual winter gift exchange

(I would use the term “holiday” here, but | am sensi-
tive to the fact that the word is derivative from “holy
day,” and | fear giving offense to those who are
offended by the idea that there is something sacred
or holy other than the experience of being offended).
Santa Claus brings gifts as St. Nicholas was formally
allowed to do, and he has some kind of magic list of
children that distinguishes the naughty and the nice,
but he no longer employs a demonic imp as an
assistant. | imagine elves are cheaper and reindeer
more docile. The famous cultural narrative that
explains the association of Santa Claus to retail
culture is a film entitled Miracle on 34th Street. |
wonder what that film would have been like if the
character played by Natalie Wood had discovered
that one of the employees at Macy’s department
store was actually a fourth-century Greek bishop.
Now that would be a miracle!

Each year around this time, | hear stories concerning
the war against Christmas, which seems to me to be
about Christian resistance to the secularization of
one of the holiest days of the Christian year. The
popular culture hosts an annual festival of wintry
themes that coincides with the Church’s observance
of the birth of Christ and tries its hardest to maintain
the secular observances without disclosing the true
reason for all the fuss. In fact, much of what the
popular culture seeks to accomplish from the day
after Halloween (I mean, Thanksgiving) until Decem-
ber 25 is fueled by the vapors of an inherently
Christian—or more specifically Catholic—cultural
phenomenon. Somehow, in a culture so influenced
by the starkest forms of Protestantism and secular-
ism, the Catholic festival of Christmas (Christ-Mass)
has gained a great deal of cultural prominence.
Unbeknownst to many, Christmas did not receive
much attention prior to the nineteenth century in
either Britain or the United States, thanks to Oliver
Cromwell seeking to stamp out the observance
because of its evident “popery.” Many of those who
express a contemporary aversion to Christmas are
the heirs of Cromwell, the only difference being his
objections were crudely theological while modern
forms are crudely ideological. Charles Dickens did
much to overcome the lingering cultural aversion to
Christmas, and he also created the Christmas fanta-
sia that fills so many with thoughts of holiday (am |
allowed to say Christmas?) cheer.

The secularization of Christmas is also the result of
more than a century of clever marketing and brand
building by retailers who have discovered the cele-
bration to be one of the greatest financial windfalls in
history. Secularizing the occasion makes good
business sense; it permits many who could not care
less about the birth of Jesus of Nazareth to share in
the benefits of gift receiving and take advantage of

all the sales and discounts. If it was all just for
Christians, the narrowing of the market would make
the celebration much less profitable, thus the
conscious and deliberate strategy to tone down the
Christian specifics of the celebration.

The real substance of Christmas is rooted in the
liturgical observances of the Church’s year of prayer
and worship, in which the mysteries of salvation are
displayed and remembered among the faithful. This
calendar was once the basis for the popular culture
of our European forebears. Protestantism rejected
most of this calendar and the festivity that accompa-
nied its practice, viewing it all as being bound by the
“law” and far too pagan for their sensibilities.

| remember a few years ago a rather prominent
suburban megachurch announced it would be closed
for Christmas. Reports of outrage followed, but |
shrugged and thought they were just being good
Protestants. Secularism completed the work of the
Protestant reformers by further clearing the calendar
of “religious” commemorations and insisted that the
public festivities of the Church be sequestered from
view by being placed behind closed doors. The
festivities of December 25 have curiously endured,
though it seems that the hold of Christmas on the
culture’s imagination grows more and more tenuous
each year.

Liturgically, the date of Christmas is calculated nine
months from the Solemnity of the Annunciation on
March 25, which commemorates the incarnation of
Christ in the womb of his mother. It is because of this
ancient feast, one even more ancient than the liturgi-
cal and cultural observances associated with Christ-
mas, that the Church celebrates the birth of Christ on
December 25. The liturgical calendar also includes a
day honoring St. Nicholas the Wonderworker, a real
person whose love for Christ became the meaning
and purpose of his existence.

As Catholics, we remember Nicholas not just for his
mighty deeds but his continued participation in the
life of the Church as a member of the communion of
saints. Through our participation in the Eucharist, we
celebrate his life and witness while he celebrates
with us from his place in heaven; together we wor-
ship the Lord who took flesh in the womb of the Vir-
gin Mary. There is therefore a spirit of St. Nicholas
that transcends the boundaries of heaven and earth,
a spirit greater than Nicholas himself; for it is truly
the Holy Spirit, sent by Christ, whom every saint
bears into the world. This Holy Spirit reminds us that
while many in our culture wage a war against Christ-
mas, we know that Christ’s victory has already been
accomplished, and his triumph is evident in not only
the witness of saints like Nicholas but in the willing-
ness of Christ’s followers in every age to proclaim
boldly, and even defiantly, that the child born in
Bethlehem is truly Christ the Lord. *

December 5, 2025. This article first appeared on

Evangelization & Culture Online on December 6,
2010. Father Steve Grunow is the CEO of Word on

Fire Catholic Ministries.

https://www.wordonfire.org/articles/saint-nicholas-and-the-battle
-against-christmas-2/
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Addressing Antisemitism:

Antisemitism is a specific form of prejudice and ill-will, directed against Jews. It is not limited to racial or
religious indicators, because Jews are not defined solely in terms of racial or religious categories. Rather,
Jews understand themselves to be a people and a civilisation, with a story that stretches back more than
three millennia. Antisemitism has taken different forms in different ages, but with a consistent view: that
Jews have no right to exist as free and equal human beings. Resources that explain the manifestations of
antisemitism, provide accurate information about Judaism and Jewish history, as well as promote interre-
ligious understanding, are an important part of dismantling harmful tropes and countering misinformation.

Visit https://www.catholicreligious.org.au/addressing-antisemitism-resources. This webpage lists a range of
resources that support efforts to track, understand, and confront antisemitism.

ViVo laal[alfid¢=1ale1a Ml Fr Francis Belcifia OSA (PP)

BelcinaF @bne.catholic.net.au

Assistant Priest Fr Anson Kalathiparambil OSA Pa rish Of St James
kalathiparambila@bne.catholic.net.au

Assistant Priest Fr John Sullivan OSA 165 Old Cleveland Road.
Postal:
Parish Secretary Trish Rashad PO Box 1051

COORPAROO DC, QLD, 4151

Phone: (07) 3397 1671 or (07) 3847 3696
Email: osastjames@bne.catholic.net.au
Parish Priest: belcinaf@bne.catholic.net.au
Web: www.stjames-coorparoo.org.au

osastjames@bne.catholic.net.au

Business Manager Helen Cole

bm.stjames@bne.catholic.net.au

Parish Council Lauchlan Moore
Chairperson

ppc.stjamescoorparoo@gmail.com

Safeguarding Officer Christine Umali-Manalac
Isr.stiames@bne.catholic.net.au

Flocknote (our parish data system) —Parishioners are

reminded to sign-up to Flocknote, our new communication
FIO Ckn Ote and engagement tool.

Use your phone and our QR code to signup and

register with our parish.

You may prefer to follow this link
https://stiamescoorparoo.flocknote.com/register

Our Parish (with the Archdiocese of Brisbane) has officially adopted Flocknote like other parishes, as a safe, new,
and improved way of communicating within our parish. Flocknote is free for parishioners to use, and there is no
need to download anything. Your info is kept secure and private. It only takes a couple minutes to sign up to receive
emails from the parish. You are even able to reply directly back to those emails so we can get feedback and hear
from you. If you have any questions, please speak with the Parish office phone 33971671.

Financially Support Your Parish

You may use our Tap Machines at church entrances.

Alternatively, find details below to make your donations:

The Augustinians — BSB: 064 786 Account #: 100019791

For the Upkeep of the Parish — BSB: 064 786 Account #: 100005891
Augustinian Order (1st Collection) The First Collection supports the Augustinian Ministries, who care for
St James’ Parish. This includes priory costs, the living expenses of the Augustinian priests, and a contribution
to the Australian Augustinian Province.
Upkeep of the Parish (2nd Collection). The Second Collection supports St James’ parish, including operating
costs: liturgical expenses, insurances, maintenance, staffing, office expenses. A contribution of 18% of the
second collection is made to the Archdiocese of Brisbane.

o (Year A 28th Decermber) Next Sunday's Readings
5 %. %, First Reading Sirach 3: 2-6, 12-14 Whoever fears the Lord honours
u g his parents.

Second Reading Colossians 3: 15, 16 Concerning the Christian life
, in the world.

i 2ia SHEERSNY. Gospel Reading Matthew 2: 13-15, 19-23 Take the child and his
mother, and flee to Egypt.
www. stjames-coorparoo.orqg.au/sundays-readings

The Parish of St James acknowledges the Traditional Owners of the country upon which it lies
and recognises their continuing connection to land, waters and culture,
and pays respects to their Elders past, present and emerging.
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