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Ho, ho, ho

It might feel like he has been around as long as the
North Pole, but the Santa Claus name so frequently
mentioned by Americans to refer to old Saint Nicholas
come Christmas Eve is a surprisingly recent moniker.

The first written citation for “Santa Claus” does not
appear in the U.S. until the late 18th century, where it
was alluded to in a mention of a religious event in the
New York Gazette: “Last Monday the Anniversary of
St. Nicholas, otherwise called St. A Claus, was cele-
brated at Protestant-Hall.”

The fact that the first citation appeared in New York
is not unusual, given New York’s history until 1664 as a
Dutch colony and the ongoing presence of Dutch set-
tlers in that area. This Dutch background is key be-
cause Santa Claus is in fact a borrowing into English of
the Dutch name Sinter Klaas, which sometimes dia-
lectally appeared as Sante Klaas.

Still, before the 1830s, the substitution of Santa
Claus for St. Nick was not in frequent use. In fact, prior
to vastly increasing in general popularity toward the
latter half of the 1800s, its use earlier that century was
often to invoke Dutch heritage and culture, as in the
satirical writings of Washington Irving.

For instance, a New York-based satirical magazine
of the era had this to say in 1808: “The noted St. Nicho-
las, vulgarly called Santa claus − of all the saints in the
kalendar the most venerated by true hollanders, and
their unsophisticated descendants.”

But, by the 1820s, a children’s book introduced San-
te Claus in a sleigh pulled by reindeer, suggesting that
his modern reputation was established by then. His
iconic attire, though, didn’t become his standard uni-
form until a Coca-Cola advertisement depicted him in
red-suited splendor over a century later in 1930. Before
then, Santa’s outfits had spanned the range from green
and yellow to even patriotic stars and stripes.

Old Saint Nick

The popular term for Santa prior to this period was
Saint Nicholas, a name known from the religious ob-
servance of the Feast Day of St. Nicholas on Dec. 6. The
Dutch name, SinterKlaas, is actually a derivative of the
name Saint Nicholas.

Historically speaking, the namesake of Saint Nich-
olas was the highly charitable bishop of a Roman town
called Myra during the fourth century. He had become
the patron saint of children and was known as a man

of great generosity. His background made him an easy
candidate for later becoming associated with Christ-
mas, even though he originally was celebrated on an
entirely different day and for a different reason.

Whether going by St. Nick or Santa Claus, the man’s
enormous celebrity as the grantor of tangible wishes
also turned out to be another legacy of the Dutch, for it
was their tradition to give small gifts or sweets on St.
Nicholas Day. And so, this Dutch tradition inspired the
American mythologizing of a man with a sack of pre-
sents on his back to be delivered to children through-
out the land.

The Kringle wrinkle

Another name for Santa Claus that grew in popular-
ity in the 1800s was the name Kris Kringle. While Santa
Claus was Dutch, Kris Kringle came by way of the Ger-
mans who first settled in Pennsylvania and then
spread out, particularly in the late 1800s.

The name Kris Kringle, though, was unrelated to
Saint Nicholas. Instead, it came from the German word
Christkindlein, meaning “Christ child,” referring to the
baby in the manger. So, unlike St. Nicholas, Kris Krin-
gle is more directly related to the Christian celebration
of Christ’s birth.

Over time, however, the feast of St. Nicholas, also
celebrated by German immigrants, became increas-
ingly merged with the celebration of Christmas in the
U.S. Given the German influx into the United States
was much greater than the Dutch during the 1800s, it is
not surprising that the German name competed with
the Dutch term during much of that period before
Americans eventually decided to settle mainly on San-
ta Claus.

A man of many names

In the end, whether it’s St. Nick, Santa or Kris Krin-
gle who rides his sleigh into the holidays, the history of
how he got his name is one that illustrates a wonderful
melding of languages and cultures – a reminder of how
differences can merge into a rich and varied part of a
culture, celebrated by many.
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A provocative title to be sure, but I invite the reader
to follow my reasoning. Though we often hear Chris-
tian believers quote Jesus of Nazareth, it seems that
most Christian theology and personal beliefs can be
traced to the Apostle Paul rather than Jesus himself.
As radical as it sounds, imagine removing the Gospels
from the Bible but keeping Paul’s letters (other writ-
ings are optional). Would we still have the Christian
religion? I think so. In fact, I think the religion we see
today reflects that.

As I see it, a significant segment of Christians wor-
ship Christ perhaps more than honor the man Jesus.
As strange as that appears, the statement almost
sounds natural and normal, doesn't it? Once the Pales-
tinian rabbi had “Christ” added to his name, he became
an exalted object of worship (some might say, an idol).
Over the long and confusing history of the Christian
Church (note it isn’t the “Jesus Church”), we could say
that theology trumps practice; belief is superior to a
life of compassionate service as modeled by the Naza-
rene. In other words, a supernatural being high in the
heavens became the primary focus for the faithful.
This has serious consequences.

This is not to say many who claim to be “followers of
Jesus” haven’t found great motivation in the “servant
model” of Jesus portrayed in the Gospels. Much good

has been done and continues to be done in the hu-
manitarian acts of these followers. We might ask then,
how can a person emulate a supernatural deity? That
is, how can a person “live like Christ” — conduct their
life like a god? Paul certainly instructs his early con-
verts to live “Christ-like” lives, treating other Chris-
tians as they wish to be treated (compare Jesus’ teach-
ing, which wasn’t just about treating fellow Christians
well — besides, he was speaking to Jews, there were no
Christians then). Put simply, Paul and his followers
were, as we used to say, “so heavenly minded they
were no earthly good.” The early church (Christ/Paul
followers) didn’t need to worry about social programs
for the poor or organizing long-term goals to make the
world better. They would soon see Christ and join him
in the sky. Goodbye to earth and earthly cares; good-
bye to Jesus. After all, as I often point out, none of
these people, including Paul, ever met a man named
Jesus. (I suggest we think long and hard about that).

So, does Christianity still require the historical Je-
sus to keep the engine running? I don’t think so. It
seems nonsensical to think that a man named Jesus
walked around a small patch of the planet 2,000 years
ago, spending all his time pointing up, into the clouds
— his whole life and teaching was about “Up There.”
“Down Here” didn’t matter much, otherwise why not
live a full life performing more amazing feats, raising
more dead people and healing the world? Why a mere
33 years, and only a three year “ministry”? (and why
make it a secret what he did from age 12-30? — no les-
sons to leave us from those 18 years?). 

Here’s a shocker: as a secular person, I say let’s get
back to Jesus. Let the Christ part go; it wasn’t his last
name anyway (yes, I know, one passage has Peter say-

ing he was “The Christ (Messiah), Son of the Living
God,” but how did Jesus respond? Tell no one!). We can
disagree whether he did supernatural things or was
raised from the dead, but once again, where is the fo-
cus of faith, on the extraordinary and unexplainable,
or on how the human community can live more har-
moniously and humanely? I’d have many questions for
the man Jesus, but I’d stand and applaud after his lec-
ture on the mountain, or his encouragement to show
compassion with the most vulnerable people and stay
centered on love. Was the message truly about a god
floating through the world, or a call to a different kind
of “faith”? Could we say “faith” isn’t so much theolog-
ical as practical — more about what we do, not what we
believe? Isn’t that the “faith” Jesus exemplified?

At times, Jesus of Nazareth referred to himself as
the “Son of Man” — Child of Humankind. Though this
was a spiritually-charged term, I suppose what I would
call for is more “Son of Humanity” and less “Son of
God.” Emphasizing his humanity (as heretics have
tried for centuries) would revolutionize Christian
practice and perhaps even eliminate the need to use
the term “Christian” any longer, rendering it obsolete.
After all, as I see it, Jesus himself has, in a sense, be-
come obsolete — a ritualized relic — made invisible in
the shadow of the God-Christ who gets the sacred
spotlight. 

Where is Jesus in Christianity?
Chris Highland was a minister and interfaith chap-

lain for nearly 30 years. He is a teacher, writer and hu-
manist celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol
Hovis, live in Asheville. His books and blogs are pre-
sented on "Friendly Freethinker" (www.chigh-
land.com).

Does Christianity need Jesus anymore?
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

Minister” (Leadership) gives us an excellent example
of being and remaining in a state of preparedness.
Nouwen had gone to a monastery for solitude and
prayer, but while there was asked to give a series of
lectures to some students. His answer was, “Why
should I spend all my sabbatical time preparing all
those lectures?” The answer from the abbot came,

“Prepare? You have been a Christian for 40 years, and
a few high school students want to have a retreat. Why
do you have to prepare? All those years of prayers,
worship, scripture reading and communion with God
should have given you enough material for 10 retreats.” 

Nouwen continues, “The question, you see, is not to
prepare but to live in a state of ongoing preparedness
so that, when someone is drowning in the world
comes into your world, you are ready to reach out and
help.”

Are we keeping our spiritual life up-to-date with the
continual teaching and preparation of the Holy Spirit?

When we meet someone who needs to hear our story
and the “Jesus story,” are we prepared to tell it? Or are
we unprepared?

During this Advent season, let us make sure that we
make time to prepare for the coming of Jesus, not only
at Bethlehem, but also his coming into our hearts. 

Also, let us make sure we are prepared not only to
meet Jesus one day, face to face, but that we are ready
to meet Jesus in the faces of those in our path each day.

This column is the opinion of the Rev. Tim McCon-
nell, retired Methodist minister. Reach him at
tim.mcconnell915@gmail.com. 
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Are repeating numbers following you throughout
everyday life? Whether it’s the clock consistently
reading 4:44 or a receipt totaling $55.55, these recur-
ring numerals could signify something greater. 

Some may read these as a mere coincidence, but for
others, the recurring numerals are no accident. “Angel
numbers” are repeating number sequences, often used
as a guide for deeper spiritual exploration. These se-
quences can range from 000 to 999 and have a distinct
meaning and energy. 

But are specific angel numbers meant to find you?
Depending on your situation, maybe. 

“Most of what I see is that they bring confirmation
and empowerment,” Novalee Wilder, professional nu-
merologist, previously told USA TODAY. “I think lots of
people are looking for signs. But sometimes, there’s
like a fork in the road.”

Seeing angel numbers can signal “green lights” to-
ward whatever path you are taking, explained Wilder,
whether it’s in relationships, job opportunities or oth-
er areas of life.

In numerology, patterns always come in sets of
three’s. The more repetition of a number, the the
stronger it gets, Wilder says.

If you see your angel number three times in a row,
this may be the push to apply for a new job or put your-
self back out into the dating world, she expanded.

“If numbers start showing up, it’s like empower-
ment, confirmation,” Wilder continued. “We’re like,
‘OK, I’m in the flow. I’m aligned, I feel empowered.’”

No test exists for finding your specific angel number
since they are deeply personal, Wilder said.

Numerology is subjective. If you see a number in
repetition frequently, that might be your angel num-
ber, she expands. 

Angel numbers don’t always have to be numerals,
Wilder added. Sometimes, symbols or objects you

identify or associate with − such as a flower or an ani-
mal − can be taken as a sign.

You can find your angel number by taking note of
the repeating numbers that appear in your life. Once
you begin to pay more attention to them, the angel
numbers can help open up your intuition, said Wilder. 

“Lots of people have a favorite number or a lucky
number. It all boils down to if it feels right,” she said.

Certain angel numbers may also appear depending
on your personal circumstances. If you need more con-
fidence or motivation, you might start seeing 111. Or if
you need to slow down and take time for yourself, 777
could appear.

Other numbers represent different things. For ex-
ample, 000 signals that something is coming and the
potential behind this change. 222 can signal a time of
reflection. 333 is associated with growth and expan-
sion. 

Regardless of what numbers you see, use them as a
guide in your life. 

What’s your angel number? Find sequence meant for you
Olivia Munson
USA TODAY


