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 I ran into a buzz saw of an article this past week – it 
was written by a Cindy Thomas – a United Methodist from 
North Carolina...but, it might just as well have been 
Ebenezer Scrooge – because Cindy is a very irritated lady.  
 She starts out with the lyrics to the old Christmas 
song “Santa Clause Is Coming to Town” – Sing it with me - 
because you’ll never sing it the same way again… OK:  
 “Oh! you better watch out, you better not cry, you 
better not pout -  I’m telling you why: Santa Claus is coming 
to town! He’s making a list, he’s checking it twice, he’s 
gonna’ find out who’s naughty or nice. Santa Claus is coming 
to town! He sees you when you’re sleeping, he knows when 
you’re awake. he knows when you’ve been bad or good, so 
be good for goodness sake!”  
 Oh: you better watch out, you better not cry, you 
better not pout -  I’m telling you why: Santa Claus is coming 
to town!  
 Now wasn’t that fun? 
It was first sung on the Eddie Cantor radio show in 
November 1934, and sold more than 30,000 records within 
the first 24 hours. Cindy, I suspect would not have been 
among the purchasers. 
 “It’s seen,” she begins her critique, “as some 
innocent children’s song to get our little ones ready for the 
celebration. But, those words are anything but ‘innocent’:  
they turn a made-up character into a god, and a mean and 
vengeful god at that…”       
 And, folks, she’s just getting warmed-up! 
 She acknowledges the real ‘Saint Nick,’: a wealthy 
3rd Century Greek Christian who - obeying Jesus to “sell 
what you own and give the money to the poor," used his 
whole inheritance to assist the needy, the sick, and the 
suffering – became a Bishop of the Church. But, St. Nicholas 
is about as far away as you can get from the Santa Claus Ms. 
Thomas is talking about. “He didn’t ‘know if you’d been good 
or bad’” she says - he just heard about folks who needed help  
and used all he had to assist.” 
 But, as far as the Santa Claus song, Cindy thinks 
those simple little words scare children into a sort of fake 
goodness and make “Santa an all-knowing/all-seeing evil ‘Big 
Brother’ – a punitive, nosy predator who cruelly punishes 
anyone who gets out of line. “They’re threatening words,” 

she contends - not at all like the God who came not to 
condemn, but to save. 
 She remembers a pre-teen girl in her youth group 
reading the lyrics, and saying: “Ooooh yuccck! Is Santa in 
my bedroom when I’m getting undressed?” 
 Her own experience was that she recalls her mother  
confessing that - as a little girl - she totally lost faith in God 
when she found out her parents had been lying about Santa. 
“If they’re lying about one, why wouldn’t they be lying 
about the other?” she thought. And that’s why the article 
caught my attention. 
 “This song,” Ms. Thomas concludes - cutting the 
Jolly Ole Elf not one candy cane of slack - “turns Santa into 
God. Rather than portraying him as a human representative 
of God’s goodness, and Grace, and generosity, Santa 
becomes the excuse for human greed - focusing on what we 
get – rather than what we give.”  The end. 
 Well, suddenly, what we thought all along was a 
harmless, sing-along kids’ song turns out to be an insidious 
threat to the Christian faith… 
 Now: before anybody darts outta’ here to tell Ronda 
– ‘Christmas’ – Keyser over in the Nursery that her hubby’s 
over in the other room bashing Jolly Ole St. Nick, let me 
explain:  
 I guess the article struck me because – somewhere 
between my head and heart - I have pretty much the same 
concerns.  This time of year, the bumper stickers all appear: 
“Keep Christ In Christmas” – yet what do we do to make it 
so? 
 The article makes some thought-provoking points – 
which, when seriously considered create - for Christians – 
more than just one ‘sticky-wicket’- especially if you have 
children. 
 Stacey Gonzales told me a few years ago how she 
and Jose had made the difficult decision to ‘navigate around’ 
the Santa Claus myth with Aubrey, Lilli, And Rosa – and, 
because of how totally pervasive it is in the culture – 
acknowledged how difficult that was probably going to be.
 It’s not ‘Mickie’ or ‘Minnie’ or ‘Sponge Bob’ or 
‘Dora’…not even ‘Belle’ or ‘Gaston…’ if there’s one cultural 
icon that grabs kids hook, line, and sinker, it’s Santa Claus. 
And trying to avoid – or at even downplay - that story, would 
demand incredible tenacity and great sensitivity.  
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 “There’s enough in life to confuse kids anyway,” 
Stacey said.  “Our job as parents is to help them clarify and 
comprehend – especially when it comes to their faith,” 
spoken like the elementary teacher she was trained to be.  
 I really admired them for that, but couldn’t fathom 
how “if-fy” making it happen was going to be. 
 Don’t get me wrong: unlike Ms. Thomas seems – I 
don’t hate Santa Claus – I mean, after all: I still want that 
Porsche convertible I asked him for, so I don’t want to ruffle 
his beard too much…   
 But, even as well-meaning, thinking Christians - I do 
believe we quite unwittingly put more effort into 
perpetuating the ‘Santa myth’ than we do in responsibly 
developing our children’s faith in the counter-Christmas 
‘Jesus story.’ Maybe that’s because the culture makes it easy 
to support one, and increasing difficult to uphold the other.  
 And, when you think about it, Santa and Jesus do 
have a lot in common: you never actually ‘see’ either of them;  
both want your behavior to be ‘good’ – even though for 
completely different reasons; they both seem to have a 
supernatural power to ‘observe’ you from a far; and – yes, to 
a greater or lesser degree - are both said to be keeping track 
of your behavioral infractions and will act on the results at 
some time in the future - either by reward or punishment. 
Both characters are rooted – loosely – in a historical narrative: 
one in the secular culture of Charles Dickens & Clement 
Clark Moore and the beautiful paintings of Currier and Ives 
– not to mention the profit margin of Wal-Mart…the other in 
what is often seen as the somewhat ‘inaccessible’ and 
intellectually- challenging narrative of the ‘Bible.’ The 
difference is that there’s really only one Santa Claus story: 
red suit, chimney, presents; but, depending on what 
preacher you hear tell it, there are literally thousands of 
interpretations – some absolutely bizarre - of the Jesus story: 
a fact which by itself often makes us as adults ask if the real 
Messiah would please stand up. 
 It worries me that when the ‘Santa bubble’ bursts – 
a child’s religious faith may take a similar hit.  And, frankly, 
I couldn’t blame them. 
 But, I might be wrong: 2 prominent Canadian 
universities recently examined a couple of studies about 
belief in Santa Claus: one from 1896, and a repeat of it done 
in 1979, and found that only 2% in 1896, and 6% in 1979 
said they actually felt ‘betrayed’ when they no longer 
believed. “The constant in the two studies was that children 
generally discovered through their own observations and 
experiences that Santa doesn't exist."  
 How many more – over time - have extrapolated that 
logical line of reasoning to faith? 
 The book The Myths That Stole Christmas 
maintains that figuring out the truth about Santa will project 
the message that children can’t trust what their parents tell 
them. Furthermore, “lying in order to encourage good 
behavior is manipulative, doesn’t set a good example, and 
encourages children to behave for the wrong reasons.”  

 But, then there’s Psychology Today magazine 
which actually says its “OK” for kids to believe in the jolly 
old man – finding no evidence to suggest that learning the 
truth about Santa is traumatic — or that it leads to trust 
issues between kids and their parents.   
 “At some point,” the magazine says, “children begin 
to obtain both testimony and evidence that contradicts their 
‘Santa’ belief – whether from talking with their friends, or 
by learning about the physics of what’s possible and what’s 
not: questioning the old, seeking out the new – until they 
eventually find out on their own that Santa isn't real.   
 I can’t help but wonder if that – perhaps at least in 
part - isn’t what’s happened to the faith of Millennials today 
as they grew and applied the same line of reasoning to the 
Jesus story.  I don’t know, but it surely sounds plausible. 
 ’Magical Thinking,’ they say decreases between the 
ages of 7 and 9; but, it never disappears forever:   sometimes 
we adults need a little ‘magic’ in our lives, too, as – through 
the years - we beat down our superstitions, re-configure our 
understanding of reality, and seek support in navigating the 
complexity and evil – in the world and in ourselves. 
 I know here aren’t a lot of answers in this sermon, 
but a whole lot of questions and food for thought. How can 
Christians meet our calling to be “of” the world, but not “in” 
the world without coming off as a horde of Grinches trying 
to take all the fun out of Christmas? It’s as easy as: don’t let 
the trappings of the season overtake the substance. 
 Dancing snowmen have replaced the creche on 
entry hall tables in almost any house you visit this time of 
year…there are more teddy bears and nut cracker ornaments  
on the tree than there are mangers.  And, charitable giving 
seems to be following suit: in 2000, 61% of American 
households reported giving to charity with an average gift of 
about $2,600, and an upward trend in giving continued – 
until a plummet in 2008.  
 But by 2012, when many had experienced a partial 
recovery from The Great Recession giving kept falling 
declining by 6% compared to 2000. In one Canadian 
province – Ontario – charitable giving fell over 19% from 
2005 to 2015. 
 Between 2006 and 2012 those who earned 
$200,000 or more gave nearly 5% less, while those who 
made less than $100,000 increased their giving by 5%. The 
poorest Americans — those earning $25,000 or less - did 
even better: increasing their giving the most - by 17%.  
 The contrast with consumer spending is alarming: 
the New York Post and the National Retail Federation 
estimate Americans will shell-out $683 billion this 
Christmas season: a 6% increase over last year. 
 All that causes me to wonder: can you imagine what 
it would be like if Santa would – maybe just once – take a kid 
on his knee, and pop the surprising question: “What would 
you most like to give to someone else this Christmas?” or, 
“What could you do for someone this Christmas that would 
show them how much you really love them?”  
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 Maybe God asked himself those very same 
questions back in that “time before time” – and then put the 
thought in old Isaiah’s mind to let everyone know that “A 
child has been born for us – a Son given to us; and he is 
named Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Everlasting 
Father, Prince of Peace – to bring Good News to the 

oppressed, bind up the broken-hearted…to proclaim liberty 
to the captives, and release to the prisoners; or, as St. John 
puts it: “the Light shining in the darkness which the darkness 
has not overcome…”  Yet. 
 We’ve got to find a holy balance. And we’re the 
only ones to do it. How are you going to start? Amen. 
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